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THE SACRED SHRINE:
A Study of 'tk Poetry and
Art of the Clasiolic Church

By YRJO HIRN

This is the first American edition of the
classic analysis of the aesthetics of Catholic
ritual and liturgy, long considered an essen-
tial book for students of the philosophy of
art and of religion, and long unavailable
in English. Except for a Swedish edition,
it has been out of print for many years;
hence it has been intimately known only
to specialists, and rare copies have brought
very high prices. Beacon brings it back
to English readers as a basic piece of
scholarship that should never have been
permitted to disappear. Writing in 1909,
Hirn brings out dozens of scholarly insights
of fact and interpretation which most
readers today attribute to the newer work
of the scholars responsible for the Revised
Standard Version of the Bible (1952) or
of those working with the Dead Sea Scrolls.
Hirn was half a century ahead of the
scholarship of his day.

The author examines in rich detail the
complicated mythology of Catholicism. He
discusses the dogma and the legends with
an inexhaustible wealth of learning, and
relates this information to the art of the
Church. In many ways, this study can be
thought of as a combination of cultural
anthropology and mythology as expressed
in various art forms. Even the most literate
Jayman will find fascinating new facts on
almost every page—for example, in the
details and variations of the Mary Legend.

Tt is important to emphasize that Hirn's
point of view i that of the scholar and
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modern literature at the University of Finland from 1910
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(published in Swedish). '
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INTRODUCTORY

It has not been possible to indicate the aim of the
present work by means of an unequivocal title. Some
introductory explanation as to the purpose of the
following investigations should not, therefore, be super-
fluous. The reader has a claim to know for what end
his attention is demanded ; the author, again, has the
right to defend himself against the misapprehensions
to which the name of his book may give rise.

The subject I propose to treat is connected with
the theory of Art, and the questions dealt with in the
following pages have all been apprehended as aesthetic
problems ; but in the treatment of these problems other
methods have been used than those of purely aesthetic
inquiry. The further the work proceeded, the more
evident became the necessity of taking into considera-
tion phenomena connected only indirectly with man’s
artistic activity. Thus an investigation which was in-
tended to move within only a limited department, has
spread itself little by little over a far wider field of
study.

According to the original design, this book was to
v



vi THE SACRED SHRINE

serve as a commentary on the pictorial representations
of religious subjects. It seemed to the author that the
painting and sculpture of the Church would gain addi-
tional interest if they were displayed in relation to the
Church’s poetry. In the case of highly developed art,
such a literary interpretation is doubtless superfluous.
The work of the Renaissance, and especially of the High
Renaissance, certainly does not require any textual com-
mentary in order to be immediately appreciated. In
Mediaeval art, however, there are many features which
seem strange to any one who has not been initiated into
the mediaeval conception of life; and if here, too, the
purely artistic element can be understood and explained
only with the help of a criticism which, in the first place,
pays attention to the technical qualities, yet that element
is often hidden from the superficial view. Therefore the
study of the literary motive, which in modern art is
rightly considered to be of secondary importance, may,
in the case of the older painting, serve as a help to the
attention and an aid to the memory. For the present
writer, at any rate, the old pictures gained an additional
attraction after he had learned to recognise all the ideas
to which they gave expression; and it seemed as if even
the religious sculptures and pictures would have more to
tell, from a purely artistic point of view, if one tried to
look at them as they were looked at by the faithful.
Thus, religious art led on to the study of the Christian
mythology ; that is to say, to the legends and poems
which are illustrated in mediaeval works of art.
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This study, however, proved so attractive that it
soon engrossed attention for its own sake. Mediaeval
poetry opened a new and fascinating field of investiga-
tion, which it was not easy to abandon before at least
a general knowledge of the subject had been acquired.
When the time during which I had the opportunity of
devoting myself to the study of religious painting in the
native lands of art was finished, I thus directed my
chief interest instead to religious poetry. Here the
poets of the BEarly Christian period were the subject of
inquiry, no less than those of the Middle Ages proper.
In the subtleties of Ephraim Syrus, the mild unction
of Ambrosius, the decadent rhetoric of Hieronymus,
and in the late classic diction of Hilarius and Fortunatus,
I sought the characteristics of the literary production
of the older Church. Among the later authors were
examined especially Adam de S. Victor, Bernard of
Clairvaux, and the great poet who is called by modern
literary historians Bernard of Morlas. According to
my intention at that time, my work was to be an
aesthetic and literary description of the influence of
the works of art and the poems upon each other; but
this scheme also had before long to be subjected to
alteration.

Mediaeval poetry cannot, indeed, any more than
mediaeval art, be explained as an isolated phenomenon.
The old poets remain strange to us so long as we know
only their works. On the other hand, these works do
not, like most modern literary productions, stand in any
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indissoluble connection with historical conditions and
social environment. The poetry of the Church has
germinated, irrespective of the geographical miliew and
the historical moment, from that doctrine which, in its
essential characteristics, has remained unaltered in all
ages and in all lands. It is, therefore, to the field of
theological speculation that we must turn, if we are to
carry out the old rule that bids the critic “ in Dichters
Lande gehen.”

Religious conceptions, however, have claimed a far
more detailed study than the author originally antici-
pated. In the following chapters, indeed, this subject
occupies more space than may perhaps seem suitable in
an aesthetic investigation. During the progress of the
work it became “clear not only that the dogmas afford
explanations of particular works of art or poetry, but
also that in them we have to look for the innermost
principle of the leading qualities of Catholic Art.
What the artists have represented and the poets sung
has, in many cases, shown itself as a working-out of
aesthetic motives lying hidden in the theological system
of thought. Catholic doctrine is rich in poetic possi-
bilities ; and it has even occurred to the author that
the doctrine itself results from a speculation which in
great measure was directed by aesthetic aspirations. In
the purely theological writings of the Fathers of the
Church and of the Ascetics, one seems able continually
to trace effects of an artistic creation, which is none the
less significant although it is unconscious and uninten-
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tional. Thus from some great and common principles it
should be possible to explain a production which remains
homogeneous in its character, notwithstanding that it
expresses itself in such heterogeneous forms as dogmas,
poems, and pictures. This is what has been attempted
in the present work, which, having begun as a de-
scription purely of aesthetic and literary history, has
developed into a synthetic treatment of the aesthetic
characteristics of Catholic mentality.

In so far as the subject has been widened, the
method has also necessarily been changed. The indi-
vidual works of art and poetry which, in accordance with
the original plan, were to be commented upon by the
help of the dogmatic conceptions, have, instead, been
brought forward simply as illustrations of the great
anonymous and collective poem decipherable in the
whole of the Church’s doctrine. In order to preserve the
symmetry of the work, the number of examples drawn
from aesthetic and literary history has been reduced to
the farthest degree possible ; but in order, on the other
hand, that the bearing of the inquiry on the artistic
production may stand out with full distinctness,
additional references have been introduced in supple-
mentary notes, which are not necessary for a compre-
hension of the text and which can be read independently
of it.

It ought to be mentioned, however, that in these
notes I have by no means attempted to attain com-
pleteness. Such an endeavour would have involved
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the extension of the work far beyond the limits I
intended to set for it. The gaps which the reader will
observe in the lists of pictures and poems are there-
fore due to the fact that the aim of the investigation
is not descriptive. In the questions we have tried to
settle, nothing would have been gained by an augmenta-
tion of the number of examples. '
The plan of the book also explains why the chrono-
logical order has not been observed with the same
exactitude that is necessary in a purely historical
account. It is not any particular phase in aesthetic
development that has here been the object of study,
nor is it any special poetical or art forms that I have
tried to explain. The subject of this inquiry is rather
that state of mind which, unaltered in its main features
through the ages, has lain at the foundation of the
aesthetic life of believing Catholics. In the citation of
examples I have, indeed, striven to take into account
the influence exercised by religious currents in various
times on the life of faith and on artistic production.
Nevertheless, it is primarily that which is common to
all periods, rather than that by which they differ, which
has been emphasised in the study. Such a method of
treatment is surely quite justifiable when we are deal-
ing with that Church which has, throughout its whole
development, sought to preserve the continuity of
tradition. In many cases we may explain the ideas
of modern Catholics by referring to dogmatists of the
thirteenth century, and in books of the present time we
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may find a direct continuation of arguments set forth
by the ancient writers. The Catholic Church is a
Middle Age which has survived into the twentieth
century. Periods of time and geographical differences
signify little for the system of belief which claims
recognition semper, et ubique, et ab omnibus.

We have now indicated briefly what is not to be
looked for in the present work. What it attempts to
explain will appear in the first chapters. Here it only
remains to make clear the point of view adopted with
reference to the religious ideas which will be so fre-
quently touched upon and discussed.

It hardly needs to be specially mentioned that the
detailed accounts of religious customs and beliefs are
not intended to serve as an apology, still less as a
propaganda for Roman doctrine. The author has felt
himself quite at liberty to apply to all religious
conceptions a strictly scientific method of investiga-
tion; but it has not seemed advisable to engage in
any examination of the rationality of Catholic dogmas.
By putting aside all objections for the time the inquiry
lasts, the argument is allowed to proceed without dis-
turbing interruptions. Such a method, which would
be improper in a philosophic or an ethical appreciation,
cannot but be advantageous in an aesthetic interpreta-
tion of the art-life of the Church. 7

It is a critic’s duty to strive, to the best of his
power, to make his own the state of mind which
expresses itself in art and poetry. One must put one-
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self in the mentality of the believer in order rightly to
estimate his aesthetic life. Looked at from the point
of view of an outsider, the manifestations of Catholic
Art appear in many cases meaningless and uninteresting ;
but the confusion becomes order, and the seemingly
unimportant becomes interesting, if one makes oneself
familiar with the world-philosophy which lies at the
basis of the aesthetic production. Such a familiarity is
by no means easy of attainment for one who is himself
a stranger to the religious way of looking at things;
but the difficulties make the task attractive, and the
knowledge of the purport of the Art and Poetry which
one gains through such an experiment of thought
affords compensation for the effort. Therefore it has
seemed to me that an attempt to explain the art-life
of the Catholic Church from an inner point of view
ought not to be altogether vain. It is for the reader
to decide whether this belief has not been one of those
illusions which one is so prone to cherish at the com-
mencement of a long and laborious work.
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CHAPTER I

CATHOLIC ART

L'dme des jours anciens a traversé la pierre
De sa douleur, de son encens, de sa priére
Et resplendit dans les soleils des ostensoirs.

Et tel, avec ses toits lustrés comme un pennage,
Le temple entier paralt surgir, au fond des soirs,
Comme une chisse énorme, ot dort le moyen age.

EMILE VERHAEREN, Soir religicus.

It is well known that Art, at the lowest stages of
aesthetic development, is closely connected with Reli-
gion. Some eminent ethnologists have even asserted
that among savage peoples all Art is religious in its
innermost meaning. In order to establish this theory,
however, they have been compelled to apply the con-
ception of Religion in a very wide sense. They have
ranged under this heading all superstitious ideas and
magical customs, and have seen something religious
in the very reverence with which the inheritance of
ancestors — whether consisting of implements or of
customs—has been preserved by their descendants. By
means of such a use of terms they have been able to
maintain that for primitive man dramas, dances, and
poems, no less than pictures and ornaments, always
serve an end that is more religious than aesthetic.
Against this conception many just objections have
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been raised. Ridicule has been cast on the learned
bias which has led earnest investigators to grope after
some hidden and sacred meaning in carvings and
paintings that may well have their sole origin in some
casual impulse of an idle hand; and it has been
advanced that at any rate the simplest songs and
dances are most easily explained as outbursts of
emotional pressure which in itself has no connection at
all with religious feeling. However sound in principle,
this reaction from a fantastic zeal for interpretation
may nevertheless lead to a too radical scepticism. On a
more careful examination it has in many separate cases
appeared that primitive works of art, which seemed to
be entirely devoid of any deeper meaning, are, in reality,
full of symbolic and religious import. It is therefore
impossible to determine with exactitude to what degree
Religion plays a part in the aesthetic life of savage
peoples. A priori discussion can have no weight in a
problem which can only be settled after all the known
races of men have been the subject of a thorough study
by both folk-lorists and psychologists.*

In this work, however, it is by no means necessary
to pronounce any judgment as to the exact measure
of the influence exercised by Religion on art-production.
Without being compelled to embark on any examination
of the facts advanced on both sides, we can draw from
the mere discussion of the difficult question two con-
clusions which are quite decisive for our purpose. The
one conclusion, now recognised by all parties, is that
the aesthetic manifestations of the lower races of men
stand, on the whole, in a much closer relation to
Religion, than does the art of civilised peoples. The
other conclusion is that the religious element in
primitive productions is often concealed from the
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uninitiated observer—that is to say, as repeated discus-
sions have proved, we can only with difficulty form
any idea as to the religious or non-religious character
of the particular art-forms from the concrete works
and manifestations themselves.

The close connection between Religion and Art has
its basis in a circumstance which can be unfailingly
observed in lower peoples. The * Religion ” of primitive
man dominates the whole of both his individual and
his social life. He traces the influence of the unknown
divine powers everywhere, and, in consequence, even
his most ordinary activities become associated with
religious feelings and ideas. But if his conception of
the material world is thus consistently spiritualistie, or
perhaps rather animistic, his conception of the soul
and the divine is, on the other hand, as consistently
materialistic. Although Religion penetrates his entire
being, and confers its grave dignity on even the least
important actions, yet it is not capable of raising
itself perceptibly above everyday existence. When the
religious life expresses itself in artistic production, it is
consequently difficult for the uninitiated to distinguish
this expression from profane art.

Such, characterised generally, appears to be the
relation between Art and Religion at the lowest
stages of development. For the clearness of the
argument it is best to pass by all intermediate
phases, and proceed immediately to the highest forms
of belief.

In the degree that ideas of the divine are spiritualised,
the difference between religious and profane art is more
firmly established; but in the same degree, also, the
field of religious art becomes limited. The terrestrial
and the celestial no longer blend with one another, but
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stand as opposites. Little by little the unknown powers
lose the anthropomorphic or zoomorphic form in which
they revealed themselves to primitive imagination.
Consequently pictorial art entirely loses its importance
as a means of effecting a union between mankind and
the Supreme Being. Dancing, the drama, and decora-
tion are looked upon as unworthy forms of homage
to a Power which is conceived of as raised above the
world of sense; and poetry and music, the least material
of all the arts, become the only expressions which are
permitted to serve the aims of religious life. Even
poetry occupies a relatively insignificant place in the
ritual system of those religions which are intellectually
and morally the most severe.

In fortunate cases a rich secular production may
develop by the side of a poor religious art; but where
a stern religion maintains its hold over the mind,
it easily tends to stifle, or at least seriously to limit,
aesthetic life. Thus among the most thorough-going
Lutherans, as among the Jansenists and Puritans, Art
leads a languishing life. This general assertion is not con-
tradicted by the fact, so frequently adduced, that some
individual kinds of aesthetic production are directly
promoted by these intellectualist forms of Religion.
The psychological and the moral novel, the depicting
of nature and realistic portraiture—those specifically
Protestant art-forms—cannot outweigh the loss of all
the aesthetic manifestations which have been suppressed
in many Protestant societies. ~Whether it be ultimately
due to a racial characteristic of the peoples who carried
through and adopted the Reformation, or to peculiarities
in the Protestant creed itself, it is an indisputable fact
that the very form of the Christian religion which for
us stands as intellectually the purest of all, has only in
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a small degree allowed its aims to be served by aesthetic
production.®

By means of these hasty indications, the contrast
between the lowest and the highest doctrines ought
already to appear with sufficient distinctness. Where
religion is undeveloped, as among primitive peoples, it
has given rise to a considerable aesthetic production ;
where its manifestation is intellectually and morally
purest, the corresponding religious art is poor. This
is the one antithesis. The other one is mno less
significant. The ideas of divinity which lie at the
foundation of the rich religious art of primitive and
barbaric man, are not sufficiently lofty to give this art
a specifically religious character; the ideas, on the other
hand, which lie at the foundation of the most intellectual
Christianity, are too lofty to allow of their being united
with the sensuous element in aesthetic production. If
we want to study the psychological connection between
religious and aesthetic life, neither of these extreme
forms can afford us the material we require. Were it
here our task to treat of general emotional states—
without reference to corresponding positive doctrines
of faith—it would not be difficult to find near at hand
an intermediate form between the two contrasted types
of religion. The philosophy of life which is adopted
by the majority of modern agnostics is often uncon-
sciously religious, so far as its emotional tone is con-
cerned. Again, the ideas of the unknowable that enter
into such a pantheistic or monistic world-philosophy
attach themselves as closely to all the manifestations of
earthly life as is the case even with a primitive religion.
They do not give rise to any irreconcilable opposition
between the sensuous and the non-sensuous, the natural
and the supernatural, but, on the other hand, they are
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not so materialistic and anthropomorphic as the world-
view of lower man. Thus if that use of terms be
recognised, according to which all severe and lofty art
is characterised as being in its essence religious, it will
perhaps be found that the most elevated religious works
of art have no connection whatever with positive
doctrines of faith. In this work, however, it is only
the historical religions which are to be considered.

After all the explanation that has been given, it is
not necessary to advance further reasons for the fact
that the material for the following inquiry has been
derived from that form of Religion which unites in
itself elements from the lowest and the highest forms
of belief, that is to say, Roman Catholic Christianity.
That the Catholic belief has exercised a powerful in-
fluence on aesthetic development cannot be gainsaid
by any impartial observer. During long and glori-
ous periods of Art-history, aesthetic production worked
obediently in the service of religion. The Church was
the Maecenas which, with its moral and financial support,
assisted the masters of the early Renaissance in nearly
all their work. Since these times, indeed, purely Church
art has sunk—it would seem, hopelessly—from its lofty
position ; but that the creed itself continues to possess
a strong attraction for artistic minds is evident from the
great number of converts obtained by Catholicism from
among poets and painters.

Many reasons can easily be given to account for the
power of the Roman Church over men who possess a
pronounced aesthetic temperament. The external pomp
of its ceremonies is the attraction which is most frequently
adduced when the question of the successful propaganda
of Catholicism arises; but this pomp, as it is found in
modern churches, is as a rule too barbaric to appeal
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to a cultivated taste. Far greater weight should, we
think, be attached to the circumstance that the Catholic
Church, through its ceremonies, connects itself so nearly
with the existence of its individual members. Every
event in their lives is distinguished and sanctified by
a special sacrament. The believer feels bound to the
Church, and in all his troubles is aware of the support
of its authority. The fact that the ceremonies thus
push their way into life—with Baptism in the Church,
public Confirmation and Marriage, Confession and
Absolution, Extreme Unction and Communion on the
death-bed —must naturally give rich nourishment to
the religious-aesthetic feelings. It is not only the
advocates of Catholicism who have had eyes for this
power in the Roman Community. No less convincingly
than Chateaubriand in Génie du christianisme,® Goethe
in Dichtung und Wahrheit has enlarged upon the signi-
ficance to religion of the many sacraments.* One can
assert quite literally that for pious Catholics the whole
of life takes the form of an external visible service of
God.” In this, as in so many other respects, the cere-
monial system of the Roman Church resembles the cults
of primitive and barbaric peoples.

The similarity, however, should not lead to identifica-
tion. On the ground of the magical features in its ritual
the Roman religion has often, especially in Protestant
polemic, been represented as a materialistic heathendom ;
but in doing so, the fact has been overlooked that the
material and the visible comprises only one side of a
Catholic ceremony. However closely this religion may
connect itself with what is earthly, yet it does not
become absorbed in the phenomena of sense. The
divine is not subjected, as is the case to a certain extent
among savage peoples, to being jumbled together with
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the natural ; on the contrary, the transcendence of the
Supreme Being is insisted upon in the Catholic dogmas
as emphatically as in the most intellectualistic of the
Protestant confessions. But this Supreme Being, which
in itself is raised above the world of sense, is not entirely
beyond the reach of the perception of sense. Through
the religious miracle it enters into connection with earthly
elements, and through this connection it allows itself to
be appropriated not only by the thought but also by
the senses. It is by this doctrine of a mystic union
between the visible and the invisible that the Catholic
cult achieves its characteristic quality; and it is by
reason of the same doctrine that Catholic art is more
aesthetic than Protestant art, and more religious than
heathen art.

In order to learn to know the distinctive qualities
of Catholic art we must, therefore, direct our attention
to those dogmas which express the thought of the
connection of the Supreme Being with the world of
sense. It is in two conceptions, especially, that this
thought asserts itself: in the doctrine of the Presence
of the Divinity in the Sacrament of the Altar, and in
the doctrine of the Incarnation of the Divinity in the
human mother. These two doctrines determine the
titles and the contents of the parts into which this
work falls—the Mass and the Cult of the Madonna.
The most important of the aesthetic manifestations which
serve the end of the Catholic religion arrange themselves
naturally under one or the other of those headings.

The material for the following investigations will
thus be grouped according to dogmatic principles; but
at the same time an attempt will be made to treat
the different art-forms separately, as far as possible.
Such a twofold division can be carried out easily
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and without prejudice to the plan of the work.
Indeed, from the nature of the subject itself, archi-
tecture, decorative art, and religious pantomime form
the principal contents of the chapters dealing with
the Mass ritual. In- the account of the Cult of the
Madonna, again, sculpture, painting, and poetry will
be the primary subjects of treatment. From art-
forms, which, if not the oldest, are at any rate the
simplest, the investigation will thus proceed to higher
and freer lines of aesthetic production. And the begin-
ning is made with that art which presents the most
concrete subjects of study—the art of decoration, or,
more properly, artistic handicraft. The first things
to be examined, therefore, will be the forms and orna-
mentation of the furniture and instruments directly
or indirectly connected with the Mass ritual.

Before proceeding to an inquiry into all the
numerous objects which together make up the depart-
ment of Catholic applied art, we should first ascertain,
however, whether among them there is no particular
implement which has before all others been favoured
with adornment. Such typical objects, around which
decoration concentrates, and in which one may read off,
so to say, the dominating characters in an art-style, are,
as a rule, to be found in the production of most periods
and nations. The water-jar of the Pueblo Indians—if
I may refer to some earlier studies of my own—is such
a typical object, which represents its nation and which,
better than any other implement, gives us information
about the ways and ideas of this people. The shields
of the Dyaks—painted with ghastly ornaments, and
hung with tufts of human hair—give in monstrous
summary a picture of the wild ways and the highly
developed art of these savage head-hunters. And, to



10 THE SACRED SHRINE CHAP.

quote a more celebrated example, how much do not the
vases tell us about old Grecian life—those vases which
have served so many varying purposes; from which
mirth has been drawn at banquets ; in which gifts have
been offered in the temples; which enclose the ashes of
the deceased; and in which pious survivors have collected
the tears they have wept over their beloved dead ? It
would seem, therefore, as if much would be gained
towards a clear conception of Catholic art if we could
lay hold of some typical object which, not with regard
to form and purpose, but with regard to its dominating
and representative réle, corresponded in a sense to the
Grecian vase.

If this work fulfils its purpose, it will demonstrate
that such a typical and representative object of
Catholic art can indeed be pointed out. ~What the
following chapters attempt to prove can, however, be
put forward here only as a proposition. Catholic
art does not form and embellish a vase, but ¢t
ornaments o shrine. Chests, cases, or small boxes—
in a word, closed coverings which conceal valuable
contents—are the most holy, and therefore the most
beautifully formed and most expensively decorated
of all the objects met with in ritualistic art. So
dominating is the place which the shrine occupies
among religious objects, that the idea of a shrine
is continually meeting us even in the art which is
not formative. A sealed case is the centre of Catholic
poetry, as it is the centre of Catholic ceremonial.
One might even risk the assertion that Catholic art
as a whole, in all its manifestations, decorates a sacred
shrine. Such a thesis could easily be defended, if the
word were used figuratively ; but it holds good to a
certain degree even in a purely literal meaning. It is
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the author’s hope that it will appear from the following
inquiry that Catholic imagination, by means of a
number of, to us, bizarre associations of ideas, has
succeeded in bringing an ever-increasing part of the
religious ideas into the image of a Sacred Shrine.

The detailed exposition of these associations of ideas
cannot be presented until the last chapter of this book.
Here, after the object of the work has been indicated,
nothing remains to be done except to proceed to the
inquiry, in which the reader will find — according
to his opinion of the demonstration—a proof or a
refutation of the author’s idea. The inquiry, again,
ought naturally to begin at that place round which
the cult-system of the Church concentrates itself;
and this place cannot be other than the altar, at
which is celebrated the Mass, the supreme sacrament.

The altar is not, indeed, in a strict sense, the
middle point of a church; but none the less does
it mark its constructive, if not its geometrical centre.
The chief altar is, as a rule, situate immediately below
the keystone of the cupola or of the choir-vault.® In
many cases it is underneath its place that the founda-
tion stone of the Church has been laid.” The table
for the Mass is, therefore, not a piece of furniture
which has been placed in the building, but it is rather
the kernel round which the building itself has been
raised. Certainly in the Roman Catholic churches
this circumstance does not stand out with full dis-
tinctness, because in them there have been set up
not one but several altars. But the many side-chapels
—which, it may be said in parenthesis, are met with
even in the earlier Middle Ages®— cannot, however,
conceal the importance of the one chief altar, which
in virtue of its position dominates the entire plan
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of the church. And if it is thus towards an altar
that all lines of the building converge, it is also at
the chief and at the small altars that the holiest
objects have been collected. Pictures, sculptures, and
decorative art combine to make the place round the
Mass - table more beautiful and more venerable than
any other in the church.

Among all the works of art and ritual instru-
ments to be found here, we ought, if the presump-
tions of this inquiry are correct, to find some
decorated shrines. And, indeed, we stand in front
of the chief of the typical objects before we have
time even to begin any proper search. For the Mass-
table in itself is a covering for sacred contents, and
it formerly even bore a name which indicated this
characteristic. ~Gregory of Tours, when speaking of the
altar, makes use not of the words “ara” or “altare,”’
but of the word “arca,” that is to say, box or ark.’
That which in the Protestant Church is nothing but
a table for the holy meal, in the Catholic Church is
also a chest, which guards in its interior the precious
relics of a saint.

How it has come about that the Mass-table thus
fulfils a double object is a question which cannot be
answered without entering into a detailed inquiry
into the history of the Christian altar. The following
chapter will be devoted, therefore, to the treatment
of this, the first of the holy shrines of Catholic art.



CHAPTER 1I

THE ALTAR

If a star were confined into a tomb,
Her captive flame must needs burn there ;

But when the hand that locked her up gave room,
She’d shine through all the sphere.

HENRY VAUGHAN, Sucred Poems.

WEEN, under the guidance of the courteous Trappist
monks, one wanders through the dark sepulchral
chambers of San Callisto’s Catacombs outside Rome,
some time is always passed in one of the small under-
ground chapels. The cicerone, who with evident satis-
faction has made the utmost use of his release from
his Order’s seal of silence, here becomes more talk-
ative than ever. If the least interest is shown in
his narration, it becomes a whole lecture. A simple
grave, let into the wall, whose flat lid is said to have
been used as a Mass-table, forms the starting-point
for a long discourse on the history of the ancient
Basilica; and it is with triumphant satisfaction that
the Trappist ends his lecture with the assertion that
ouly in the Catacombs, in hss Catacombs, can one learn
to understand the architecture of the great churches
overground.

This theory, which in a very popularised version

is expounded to the tourists in S. Callisto, has not been
18
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without advocates among experts who possess greater
authority than the simple monk. From the very begin-
ning of last century attempts have often been made
to trace the origin of the peculiarities in the plans of
Christian churches back to the arrangements in the crypts
of the Catacombs. The cult received its character, it has
been said, during the time the assembly was persecuted.
The first fully-developed ceremonies were performed
in the small subterranean chapels. When peace ulti-
mately supervened and Christian worship was officially
recognised, all the arrangements to which people had
become accustomed during the persecutions of the
heroic age are said to have been maintained. Accord-
ing to this theory the Altar preserved in its coffin-like
shape the memory of that grave-table—an arcosol-
tomb or a “sepolcro a mensa’'—at which holy Mass
is said to have been performed in the Catacombs,
and the church itself became in its ground plan an
enlarged copy of the subterranean chapel. The Basilica,
the official house of assembly overground, would thus
have repeated on a larger and grander scale the leading
architectural ideas of the hidden meeting-places.*

To the imagination there is something fascinating
in the conception of a Church which had thus risen
out of the interior of the earth and which, as soon
as it had been freed from coercion, unfolded in the full
light of day the same forms which it had of necessity
adopted in the narrow and dark sepulchral chambers.
Unfortunately, however, later and more critical research
has led to results which make it impossible to support
this tempting theory to the extent maintained by the
older archaeologists and, following their example, by so
many popular writers. Modern art historians have
shown that the Catacomb chambers were much too
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narrow to allow of space for public worship.® Besides
this, they have even pointed out that the community
had no cause to conceal its services underground. With
the exception perhaps of the worst persecutions, the
Christians were able during the time before Constantine,
as well as after, to celebrate their worship overground,
within certain fixed boundaries allotted to them.
There is therefore, it is said, no reason to appeal to the
Catacombs if we wish to explain the architectural plan
of the Basilica. Although the question of the origin of
the Christian type of church building has not hitherto
been settled by any generally recognised theory, yet the
majority of investigators are now agreed that this origin
is not to be sought for in the subterranean chapel.* The
idea again that the sepulchral chambers were used as
churches is considered as a delusion which writers do not
even give themselves the trouble of seriously opposing.

Those who have derived most of their knowledge of
the earliest Christian architecture out of books, have no
right to combat the professional verdict. It is therefore
impossible to do other than sacrifice the romantic
idea of a Church preparing in obscurity underground
the forms it was to adopt when it had won a recognised
position ; but it does not follow from this that there
is no justification for the contention of the older
archaeologists as to the importance of the grave to
Christian architecture. The possibility is not excluded
that the architectural arrangements in the church were
influenced by sepulchral models in some other way than
was formerly supposed. Indeed, it appears, on a closer
examination, that there is after all something worthy of
consideration in the lecture of the enthusiastic Trappist.
Without studying the dwelling-places of the dead, it is
impossible to understand fully that house which is an
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abode for the Divinity and a meeting-place for His
community ; and what is still more important in this
connection is that only by referring to an influence from
the sepulchral buildings can we explain how the Altar
has received its characteristic form.

It must not be supposed that the type of altar, which
is now to be found in nearly all churches, whether old
or new, was prevalent during the early Christian period.
Just as the primitive community possessed no special
places of worship, but was content to celebrate its
services in private houses, so there was no special
liturgical furniture or implements. “Cur nullas aras
habent, templa nulla, nulla nota simulacra ?” so with
reproachful surprise the heathen interlocutor asks in the
dialogue of Minucius Felix.” The table at which the
holy meal was distributed was, like the first com-
munion table, a simple everyday object. No symboli-
cal thoughts attached themselves to its form, and
no decoration embellished its surfaces. During the
first centuries it was considered that even wood was
a perfectly satisfactory material for the manufacture
of altars. When, later, the use of stone tables became
more and more common, the old type was maintained,
v.e. that of a smooth table-top supported by legs,
between which the space was empty. It is true that
there have not been preserved to our own day many of
these altars which literally give a reason for the name
communion table;® but a sufficiently clear knowledge
of their form can be derived from the descriptions
to be found in the literature of the Fathers, and from
the representations to be found on old mosaics.”

Parallel with the development by which the church
building separates itself from the profane house, there
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occurs, however, another development by which the
Mass-table separates itself in its form and its symbolic
meaning from an ordinary table. In the fifth century,
at about the time when the Christian church stood out
as an independent type of architecture, the old table was
replaced by an altar proper, that is, a box-shaped piece
of furniture, whose top is supported by solid walls, and
not by free legs.® And according to some theories, the
new forms of both the church and the Mass-table can
be attributed partly to the same causes.

That the church received the type of a Basilica was
probably due to the influence of various heathen models,
which it is not necessary to enumerate here, all the less
as their relative importance is still a matter for dispute
among archaeologists. In this connection we need
adduce only that hypothesis according to which a
part of the Basilica, the so-called apse, was developed
from some small chapels which the Christians had erected
at their burial-places as early as the pre-Constantine
times. During the period when the new belief was not
yet recognised as a religion on a level with others, the
Christians preferred to meet at the tombs. They were
sheltered from persecution within the radius sanctified
by the presence of the dead. It has even been
supposed that the community had from time to time
been tolerated as a burial college.® After the heathen
model, it was possible to erect in the neighbourhood of
the graves small memorial ¢ cellae "—most often placed
right over one of the most important graves—in which
service was celebrated without disturbance on the
Saint’s day:.’® After the persecutions had ceased, the
meetings continued to be held at the old burial-places,
from habit and respect for the dead; but as the
original building soon proved insufficient to hold all the
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faithful, a nave was added to the ‘‘cella,” which now
became the apse of the church. According to Kraus, it
is in such an arrangement that the origin of the Roman
Basilica is to be sought.™ It is indeed significant, that
so many of the greatest and most famous churches of the
fourth and fifth centuries are situated outside the towns,
“ extra muros,” t.e. on the very space which had origin-
ally been set apart for the burial of the dead.” Thus,
according to Kraus’s theory, the church had grown out
of a grave chapel—yet from a chapel above ground,
and not, as was earlier believed, from the sacred
chambers of the Catacombs. A dead-house had been
the determining factor in the situation and arrangement
of the Basilica, even if it had not been the model for its
architecture.

No attempt will be made here to test the correctness
of Kraus’s theory, against which a number of weighty
objections have been raised. The unsolved problem of
the origin of the Basilica has been touched on only
for the reason that the various, and more or less
disputed, hypotheses have been supported by a number
of indisputable facts which all demonstrate the close
connection of the early Christian Church with the
burial-place. This connection must have had its in-
fluence on the form and symbolism of the Altar. It
may be taken for granted, a prior:, that the Mass-
table in a church which rises among graves and over
graves has gathered round itself some of the ideas
which were earlier associated with the graves. To
explain in detail the course of this transference of
ideas and of the accompanying transformation of the
Altar, we must first of all examine the worship cele-

brated at the burial-places during the fourth and fifth
centuries. |
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When Christianity became recognised under Con-
stantine as the State religion, its cult was no longer so
simple and pure as during the Apostolic period. How-
ever bravely the community had withstood the per-
secutlons, it had nevertheless often found itself compelled
to conceal its inner life under outer forms which offered
a protective resemblance to heathen customs; and how-
ever unconscious and unintentional this mimicry may
have been, yet it must in any case, like every other
artifice, have gradually influenced nature itself. The
circumstance that a Christian service was celebrated in
burial-chapels had given the Church a kind of inviolable
existence under the protection of the dead; but it had
at the same time reacted on the purity of the Church’s
teaching. It is easy to imagine what conclusion would
arise from the local connection between burial-place and
temple. To the heathen onlookers it appeared obvious
that the Christians worshipped their dead inside the
chapels ; and even for new converts it must have often
been difficult to draw a strict distinction between the
invisible God, to whom the worship was directed, and
all the human presences around, which in their old
religion they had been taught to reverence with the
dutiful ¢ pietas” of the survivor.

An external circumstance, such as the situation of
the church building, would not, however, have alone
sufficed to lead to any far-reaching results, if the grave
had not in itself assumed an important place in the
Christian’s world of ideas. From death and the grave,
so it ran, should the convert through baptism go forward
to his new life (Rom. vi. 8-4; Col. ii. 12). By reason of
these Pauline utterances, the symbolism of the grave has
influenced both the ritual of baptism and the form of the
ancient baptismal churches. Still more obvious effects
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must have sprung from all the ideas and customs con-
nected, not with the symbolical grave to which Paul
refers in his poetic word-picture, but with the actual
house of the dead.

In this connection it must be remembered that
the new religion, however sharply it opposed heathen
ancestor-worship, was nevertheless of a nature directly
to encourage reverence for burial-places. The Christian
doctrine of immortality involved an increased devotion
in approaching the rooms which were no longer looked
upon as the abode of bloodless ghosts, but out of which,
instead, the flesh itself would one day arise.* The
pictures and inscriptions in subterranean Rome demon-
strate clearly enough that the survivors’ relation to the
dead had won an increased intimacy through Christianity.
When the dead, through various merits, had earned the
gratitude of the community, tender recollection was
soon changed to reverence and entreaty, and thus there
arose on Christian soil a kind of cult of the dead, which
approached in its expression the ancestor-worship of the
heathen.

The times through which the Church had passed
were to an unusual degree favourable for the de-
velopment of such a cult. During the persecutions
Christianity had acquired its heroic tales, which could
well compare with the traditions of the heathen nations ;
and the new heroes, the martyrs, no less than the old
demi-gods, became the object of the pious worship of
their devotees. That this worship often took grossly
superstitious forms appears from the generally prevalent
custom of burying a dead body in the closest possible
proximity to the bones of the martyrs, which were
considered to afford by their propinquity special advan-
tages to the later dead during the coming life.* But
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the reverence for witnesses to the faith gave rise on
the other hand to some peculiar ceremonies, which,
although they were heathen in their origin, were none
the less impressed with a Christian character. It was
indeed nothing but pure ancestor-worship which lived
on in the custom of offering wine and bread at the
martyrs’ graves—that custom for which even the pious
Monica had to sustain the reproaches of Ambrosius ;%
and heathen, too, were the pilgrimages which were
arranged at certain times to the memorial chapels in
the cemeteries.’” But there is something of the new
religion’s conception of immortality in the custom of
laying small birthday tables, with festal decorations
of palm leaves and red roses, on the martyr's grave,
on the anniversary of the day when the witness, as
with conscious paradox it was expressed, through his
sacrificial death had been born into the new life. And
Christianity set its seal on the ancient customs when
it began to distribute the Sacrament to the pious
pilgrims who collected round the graves at these
memorial festivals.’®

At this distribution of the Sacrament there had
perhaps originally been used some special altars which
had the old form of a movable table supported by
legs, but the use of the grave itself as an altar-table
must easily have suggested itself. Reference has already
been made to the generally prevalent idea that the
community down in the Catacombs celebrated its com-
munion by the graves, which had their place under the
arcosol-vaults, or by the so-called “sepoleri a mensa.”
It has also been stated that the latest investigations
do not appear to strengthen this theory. But even
if it were true, as Schultze categorically says, that
during the persecutions not even any private cele-
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bration of the “missa ad corpus” (t.e. any mass by
a grave) ever took place,® yet it seems more than
probable that the communion was distributed from
that kind of great ““martyr graves” erected under the
open sky, which are still to be met with in many
places in the BEast and in Africa.® And there is an
indubitable proof that, at any rate during the post-
Constantine period, a Roman catacomb-grave was used
as a communion table. When Prudentius in his Pers-
stephanon sings of S. Hippolitus's life, he also describes
the grave in which the martyr’s body had been laid :—

Talibus Hippolyti corpus mandatur opertis
propter ubi apposita est ara dicata Deo.
Illa sacramenti donatrix mensa, eademque
custos fida sui martyris apposita

servat ad aeterni spem judicis ossa sepulcro,
pascit item sanctis Tibricolas dapibus.

«“This table which offers the Sacrament, covers the
faithful martyr’s bones that were laid here to await
the Eternal Judge, and at the same time gives to the
people by the Tiber spiritual food at the holy meals.”

It ought now to be evident why it was necessary
to give an account of the graves and burial customs
of the early Christians. However incomplete our
knowledge of the oldest cult may be, and however
much the decisions of specialists may contradict each
other, yet from the material at hand it is possible
to deduce one irrefutable conclusion. Although we
are compelled to refrain from any opinion as to the
services which were possibly celebrated during the
first century in the subterranean chapels, still we
can venture to assert that, at the time when the
great public churches arose, the sacrament of the
altar was often distributed from a table surface cover-
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ing a grave. No long explanations are necessary to
demonstrate how important to the feelings of the
faithful must have been the fact that two objects of
worship were thus united in one place. The same
stone that served to protect a sacred body afforded
room for something still more sacred, the great
sacrificial mystery. The “arca,” s.e. the chest which
contained the martyr’s bones, became an “ara,” .e. a
table bearing the flesh and blood of the divine man.
As soon as these two ideas were once, perhaps from
accidental reasons, associated, a conscious effort was
made in all churches to bring the altar into the closest
possible connection with the grave.

It is this effort which lay at the root of the
development of the altar-type. The different forms
which the Mass-table has received have been determined
by the attempt to connect this table with the grave
of a saint. When the definite form appears, the
connection has been replaced by complete identity ;
but this final development was preceded by a number
of transitional types, which show clearly how the
table and the grave-chest gradually approximated.
In order to give a clear idea of the symbolism of the
altar, it is necessary to describe shortly these inter-
mediate forms. We may, however, be excused for
avoiding the difficult task of fixing the dates for the
first appearances of the respective types. No attempt
will be made in this connection to determine even their
mutual order. The logical relation between simple
and complex will be kept in view, rather than the
chronological relation between earlier and later forms.

In those cases where the church was erected over
subterranean graves, pains had probably been taken
as far bLack as the first century to place the altar right
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above the principal grave. When later it was desired
to connect further these two sacred objects, it was
easy to open a path from the floor of the church to
the lower sanctuary. Such “aditus ad sanctos” have
been found in a large number of the old Roman
churches. This arrangement is very important for
the history of ecclesiastical architecture. It may be
regarded as the first model for the stairs which, in so
many of both the older and the more recent churches,
connect the apse with the subterranean crypt, that
curious equivalent to the old catacomb chapel.® On the
actual form of the Mass-table, however, the * aditus ad
sanctos” could in itself have no influence. It can
easily be imagined that the altars, which were con-
nected by a stair-path with the grave, continued to
retain their form of a table, between the legs of which
the space was free.

The case was quite different in churches which
were erected around a sarcophagus above ground. If
in them the altar was placed close to the grave, there
was naturally no need to open any path from the one
holy place to the other. The table raised its surface,
1t may be imagined, a little in front of and above the
sarcophagus-chest, which was thus enclosed between its
legs. That is to say, an arrangement had been reached
which corresponded to the description of the heavenly
altar seen by the author of the Apocalypse :—

¢ Ef cum aperuisset sigillum quintum, vidi subtus altare animas inter-
fectorum propter verbum Dei, et propter testimonium quod babebant”
“And when He (the Lamb) had opened the fifth seal, I saw under the

altar the souls of them that were slain for the word of God, and for the
testimony which they held ¥ (Apocalypse, vi. 9).23

The grave, or to use the ecclesiastical expression, the
“ confessio,” stood like a little cabinet under the table.
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Its gable afforded room for rich decorations, for
which the heathen “ cippa ” must have served as model.
As this anclent type of grave always had in 1its
front an opening, through which the funeral urn
was introduced into the little chamber of the dead,
so too the Christian * confessio” was furnished with a
door or a window which made it possible to look in
upon the sacred relics.

There has been preserved no small namber of
altar-tables enclosing between their supports a little
martyr-cabinet.® It must not, however, be taken for
granted that the * confessio” would in all these cases
be a sarcophagus which was originally situated under
the open sky and over which the church was later
erected. It is only on theoretic grounds that we can
suppose that old graves were enclosed by the altar-
table without being subjected to any alteration. And
it must further be recognised that the hypothesis of
such a development is not indispensable to the ex-
planation of the history of the altar. Judging from
the dimensions and form of the martyr-cabinet, it is
probable that the sacred relics were in most cases
specially transferred to their position under the altar,
and that on the model of the “cippa” a new repository
was there set up for them.

Such a transference of the bodies of martyrs was
the most practical of all means for bringing the altar
and the grave into connection with one another.*® And
when this expedient had sometimes been made use of,
the ultimate solution of the problem must have sug-
gested itself spontaneously : the body of the martyr
was placed between the legs of the altar-table, and
these legs were connected by solid walls; or the table
surface was supported not by separate legs, but by
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four walls, and the holy relics were enclosed within
these walls.” Thus the Mass-table was merged in the
grave-chest, v.e. it was now the “ara” which became
an “arca,” and the place from which the sacrament
was distributed coincided with the place at which the
remains of saints were worshipped.

Hitherto our concern has been only with church
buildings erected in the neighbourhood of cemeteries.
One might therefore imagine that the whole of the
development here sketched has had no general im-
portance for Christian architecture. So great, however,
was the influence exercised on Christian ritual by the
grave cult, that the arrangements of the sepulchral
churches were, before long, imitated even in the Basilicas
situated within the town walls. The chest form gradu-
ally became the dominant one among Christian altars,
and what is more important, the Mass-table became a
reliquary, not only in its outer shape, but also in its
idea. It was considered, perhaps on the basis of the
passage from the Apocalypse quoted above, that an
altar was not complete unless it concealed under its
surface some sacred bones. This claim, again, was not
difficult to satisfy after people had begun to divide the
bones of martyrs into small pieces in order to fulfil the
growing needs of saint-worship. Some such fragments
were introduced under the surface of the altar in a
square space which received the name of “sepulerum,”
and which was covered by a little marble slab—the so-
called “sigillum.” The grave and its seal thus became
marked out on the Mass-table, and the custom of
enclosing relics in the altar became so general that
to-day it would be difficult to find many altars in the
whole of Catholic Christendom that do mnot conceal
some sacred bones.® The Mass-liturgy itself refers to
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the presence of these hidden sanctuaries. Before the
priest begins his celebration he kisses the altar, and
beseeches (od’s mercy “in the name of the holy men
who rest here-under.” #

After the altar had once received the form and
meaning of a grave-chest, the type underwent no more
important variations. Only two kinds still claim special
attention. The one kind is the great  ciborium ” altar,
the other is the small “ travelling” or * portable ” altar.

The “ ciborium ” altar, as it is met with in a number
of Italian churches, is not so much a piece of liturgical
furniture as a special building within the great temple.”
The altar is surrounded by four columns, one at each
corner, which support a flat or vaulted roof. This
canopy again is crowned by a pyramidal superstructure,
the so-called “tegurium.” The columns are often covered
with inscriptions and ornamentation, the architraves or
the arches which connect them are richly decorated,
and the outer roof is embellished with small colonnades.
From the inner roof, lamps and golden wreaths hang
down over the altar. In the “ciboria” that are seen in
churches to-day, the space between the columns is {ree,
but it appears from certain old pictures and from marks
on the columns of some of the “ciboria” preserved, that
the altar space had earlier been closed in by movable
curtains.® It was thus a complete little house sur-
rounding the place for the altar sacrament.

It is not difficult to discover some purely liturgical
ideas which may be considered to a certain extent to have
supplied the motive for these peculiar arrangements.
The roof of the “ciborium” serves, as has often been
pointed out, to protect the Holy of holies from defile-
ment, and the miraculous element in the sacramental
transformation is set forth all the more impressively if
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the miracle is performed behind drawn curtains. These
points of view have certainly had their importance, but
it is incredible that they should by themselves have
given rise to so complicated and imposing an edifice.
One is inclined to think, therefore, that older archi-
tectural types must have offered some model which was
imitated in the ¢ ciborium ” altar; and such a model is
easily found as soon as we fix our attention on the
fact that the altar is a grave-chest at the same time as
1t is a Mass-table.

There are, in fact, some Christian forms of grave
which in their essentials correspond with the * ciboria.”
When a grave was erected under the open sky it was
usually given the form of an antique sarcophagus
containing the body of a dead man. Probably these
sarcophagi were placed by preference in the shadow of
trees encircling the holy place;® but when no such
natural shade was available, a special roof might be
raised over the grave, 7.e. a saddle-shaped or pyramidal
superstructure was erected, supported by four columns
connected with each other by architraves or arches.®
This form of grave, which was especially common in
North Africa, seems to have been used very often in
heathen times, and the type is familiar to those who
have seen the tombs of the Scaligeri at Verona and of
the Professors at Bologna. If these edifices erected
under the open sky are compared with the great
“ciboria,” it must indeed be admitted that there are
differences in their proportions and embellishment,
but none the less the two forms resemble one another
as two expressions of the same idea. The pointed-
saddle or tent-roof of the ciborium,” which by its
shape is peculiarly fitted to carry off rain, suggests, so
it appears, a place in the open air where it had been
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necessary to raise a shelter against rough weather. We
seem to see how the tomb had been removed from the
open air into the church, to form there a little temple
of its own within the larger one.

But there is yet more to see in an old “ciborium.” A
grave, which is sheltered by a roof and at which holy
meals are set forth, is something that we may find in
other religions beside the Christian. The primitive
temple, consisting often of nothing but a simple roof
rising over a grave, lives on in the “ ciborium ” within
the walls of a Christian church. The original ritual con-
nected with ancestor-worship has been developed and
transformed in the course of religious progress; Dut,
none the less, 1t has left its architectural forms as an
inheritance to the new religion, which should, according
to its theory, make an end of all worship of the dead.

If the “ciborium ” altar recalls by its dimensions a
house rather than a table, the travelling altar, on the
other hand, is much too small to be characterised as an
article of furniture.* As the name denotes, its purpose
is to render possible the celebration of Mass for those
who reside at a great distance from churches. It is an
altar made portable and compressed into the smallest
possible shape ; but, however small it is, it lacks none
of the qualities essential to a complete Mass-table.
The surface of the table is represented by a small
and specially consecrated stone slab, which is fitted into
a frame of expensive and richly-decorated metal work.
This slab again forms the lid of a box in which sacred
relics have been enclosed, often selected from among
the bones of the guardian saint who is at rest In
the home-church of the traveller. When the first
missionaries in heathen lands, or the Crusaders far
away in Syria, celebrated their Mass over a travelling
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altar of this kind, their ceremony was as complete as
if it had been performed within a church. They had
brought with them the church, or at any rate the
essential part of the church, in the shape of this little
article, which could be held in a man’s hand or fixed
to his saddle; and in front of these small shrines, just
as in front of the imposing altar- buildings, homage
was done to a grave containing the earthly remains
of saints. Whether small or great, the Catholic Mass-
tables are always, therefore, to the mind if not to the
eye, a kind of case for precious contents; and the ideas
connected with the abode of the dead remain for all
time bound up with the Church’s principal place of
worship.



CHAPTER III

THE RELICS

Et c’est pourquoi je dis que de chaque contour
Emanent des refiets, des pellicules fréles,
Feuilles sans épaisseur, décalques si fidéles
Qu’ils gardent & jamais l'apparence des corps
Dont leur volage ¢corce abandonna les bords.

LUCRECE, De la nature des choses, trans. ANDRE LEFEVRE.

From the development of the altar it has become clear
that saint-worship, little by little, mingled with the Mass
ritual, and that the Mass-table itself was finally trans-
formed into a saint’s shrine. This result, however, does
not represent the whole of the influence exercised on
the furnishing of the Catholic Church by the worship
of the remains of the dead. The altar, which is itself a
preserver of relics, supports or is swrounded by a
number of other reliquaries, chests, capsules, shrines, or
monstrances, which all serve to increase the sacredness
of the place. To understand the principles of the
disposition and embellishment of these sanctuaries we
must know the ideas held by the faithful as to the
miracle-working power of relics.

The doctrine of relics is connected indissolubly with
that of the miracles of the saints. The earthly remains
of a holy man would not be considered to exercise such
wonderful results if it was not believed that the holy

man himself had possessed a supernatural power.! We
31
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must first, therefore, inquire into the ideas concerning
the miraculous power of the saints. Afterwards it
remains to show why this power was thought to survive
in the saint’s remains, and finally there comes the
task of demonstrating how the belief in their power
of working miracles gave rise to the preservation of
relics in relic-cases, and to the exhibition of relic-cases
in the church.

The miracle legends are in no way peculiar to
Christianity. On the contrary, it can be shown that
the Catholic saints in many cases received their
wonder-working powers as an inheritance from Old
Testament prophets® and heathen demi-gods®; and
it is not only in the older religions of civilised peoples
that analogies are found to the exploits of the
great religious heroes. In all parts of the world,
among primitive and barbaric tribes, legends of heroes,
kings, and medicine-men are found corresponding in
essentials with the Christian traditions. Nor is there
any need to suppose that these legends were borrowed
by one nation from another. The conditions of the
correspondence are to be found most easily in the
psychology of primitive and barbaric man, or, more
correctly, in the psychology of that mental life which
lives on continuously, as something primitive or
barbaric, among civilised mankind.

There is even one article in the doctrine of the saints’
power that we can adopt without being guilty of any
superstitious attitude. We do not write ourselves down
as primitive if we confess our belief that personalities
which are strong and healthy, or good and wise—in
a word, physically or morally superior—exercise an
immediate influence upon those around them. In
intercourse with them, all except the envious feel
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themselves fresher, brighter, and more alive than usual.
Such results can be observed even in an age that offers
but few opportunities of contact with saint or hero. It
is therefore easy to understand that the great martyrs
and ascetics strengthened by their demeanour the
courage of the faithful, and that among the latter there
might easily arise a subjective illusion as to the power
of the saints to cure diseases or to ward off misfortunes.
The further idea that not only the saints themselves,
but even all objects that awoke memories of them, were
able to exercise an influence favourable to life, could be
explained as a consequence of suggestion.

Though we admit that in some cases the experi-
ence of effects of illusion and suggestion has contributed
to root the belief in the miraculous power of the saint,
we must immediately assert that the legends them-
selves contain no allusions to such mental factors.
Popular superstition, like religious belief in miracles,
is obviously based on purely materialistic ideas. In
pious legends there is no talk of mental conditions, and
as a rule no special faith is presupposed in those who
experience the effect of the miracle. People are per-
suaded that the mere physical contact exercises a
healing, strengthening, and favourable influence. The
magical person, or to use a more orthodox term, the
pious thaumaturge, is considered to be in possession
of some peculiar physical power which is imparted from
him through material effluxes to all those who directly
or indirectly come into contact with his external being.
The pressing of his hands on a head, the touching of
the hem of his garment when he passes by, and even
the shadow cast by his figure, can transmit influences
from him to those who come in his way. Such purely
magical miracles are often reported in the Acts of the
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Apostles (v. 15; viil. 7; xix. 12), although, on the
other hand, both Peter and Paul frequently dwell on
the importance of faith in healing the sick (iii. 4; xi.
34; xiv. 9).

Even in the canonical account of Paul’s journeys, a
miracle is recorded which for incredibility is second to
none of the grossest legends of sorcery in popular
superstition. At Ephesus, so it runs, when the people
could not bring their sick to the Apostles, they placed
on their beds handkerchiefs or pieces of cloth that had
earlier been in contact with the saint’s body. “And
the sick were healed of their diseases and the evil spirits
left them” (xix. 12). It was, it seems, not even
necessary to see the miracle-worker himself, for his
power transmitted itself through space by means of
material instruments, which—so the case was inter-
preted—had been saturated with healing radiations from
his being.

In the Biblical legends of the healing of the sick by
Peter, Paul, and John, the most important kinds of
saint-miracles are exemplified. The martyrs and ascetics,
indeed, performed even more wonderful things than
the Apostles, but the principles of their miracles were
the same as those at work in the story of Peter’s shadow
and Paul’s handkerchiefs. From these principles can be
deduced not only the doctrine of the power of the saints
themselves, but also that of the miraculous influence of
the relics, through which saints live and work even after
their death. For it is clear that the relics are considered
potent in the same way as are the small pieces of cloth
which, according to the Acts of the Apostles, had been in
contact with Paul's body. Time and space are alike
unable to destroy the might of the saint’s being,
and everything which has constituted a part of him,
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or has been in contact with him, gives out miraculous
power after the saint himself has left the earth. Such
an argument appears irrational and meaningless to the
modern mind, but it appears to be irrefutable, in a
strictly logical sense, if it is placed in connection with
that world-philosophy which lies at the basis of primitive
superstition.

Ethnological research has long ago succeeded in
bringing all the magical customs of savage and barbaric
peoples under a common explanation. In the doctrine
of “ sympathetic magic ” has been found the theory which
is unconsciously applied by all ““shamans” and sorcerers
both in earlier times and to-day.

As its name denotes, sympathetic magic originates
from the belief in a common suffering. The magician
thinks himself able, by the operations he undertakes
upon one thing, to influence another thing connected
with the first by a magical solidarity. According
to superstitious ideas such a solidarity exists between
all beings, objects, and phenomena which stand towards
one another in a relationship of contact or sumilarity.
These two relations, contact and similarity—which, as
is well known, determine in psychology the two classes
of associations of ideas—Ilie at the root of two kinds
of magic: one kind in which the sorcerer makes use of
objects that have been in contact with the person or
thing he wishes to influence, and another kind in which
he makes use of images or imitations of living beings,
things or motions.

Ethnological and folklorist investigators have, as a
rule, regarded the magies of contact and similarity as
two forms which in their essentials have nothing in
common. But just as psychologists attempt to reduce
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all associative processes to one common type of associa-
tion, so also we ought to be able to show one common
and fundamental idea from which the various magical
customs may be deduced. Such a first principle is
easily found in primitive man’s materialistic conception
of the bond of contact and similarity.

That all things which have once formed parts of a
given whole are throughout the future connected both
with one another and with the great whole, and that
consequently by affecting one of the parts not only the
other parts but also the whole itself can be influenced,—
this belief could not have developed unless it had been
thought that the essence of a thing stood in a purely
physical sense in permanent connection even with all
the parts that have been separated from the whole in
question. A primitive magician has naturally not
formulated his reasoning in any clear ideas. He could
not himself say why he thinks that he hurts an enemy
by, for example, burning or piercing a part of his
clothing. But if he were able to express his dim
conceptions in philosophic language, he would probably
say that the clothes worn by his enemy are penetrated
through and through by bodily radiations from the
hated man’s being. He would assert that these
radiations form a continuous chain of material con-
nection between the instrument of magic and its
victim, and that by affecting the chain at one of its
ends he can influence its beginning. In a word, he
would develop a materialistic theory of effluxes which
eternally connect the whole and all its parts with each
other.

According to primitive ideas, a similar chain of
effluxes links images with their originals, for the
picture is to the undeveloped mind nothing but a
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radiation, a decortication of the thing. The first pictures
seen by savages, the shadows on the ground and the
reflection in the water, lead quite spontaneously to such
an interpretation; and the shadow and the reflection have
become the types to which all other representations are
referred. Every object, which in virtue of its similarity
awakes the idea of another object, is explained as a sort
of decortication of this object. If a man gets possession
of a counterfeit of a thing, he thinks that he has at
the same time stolen a part of the essence of the thing
in question. The fear that exists among all uncivilised
people of allowing a portrait of themselves to be taken
is thus nothing but a fear of losing through the portrait
a part of their being. Ethnological literature offers a
mass of instances which cannot be explained in any
other way.*

It may perhaps be objected that reality ought often
to have given the lie to so naive an idea. Undeveloped
man, however, does not allow his ideas to be corrected
by reality. His way of looking at things has given him
an explanation of phenomena, which is sufficiently com-
plete and logical for his purpose. One is the less
inclined to be astonished at his contentment, when one
considers that the materialistic doctrine of effluxes has
even served as the basis of consistent and logical
systems. The Epicurean world-philosophy was based
on an idea that not only shadows and reflections in a
mirror, but also dream pictures and ideas, consisted
of certain thin membranes, which were continually
thrown off from the surface of things and spread
themselves in every direction through space. In the
fourth book of his great poem, De rerum natura,
Lucretius has cleverly applied this doctrine of de-
cortications to the phenomena of optics, acoustics,
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and psychology. In doing so he has merely systema-
tised the dim ideas about the corporeality of sight- and
sound-pictures, which are found among all savage tribes
and which still live on sporadically among the civilised
nations. It is enough in this connection to refer to the
popular fear of losing something by having one’s photo-
graph taken, to the Indian traditions as to the sacred
places at which Buddha's shadow has fixed itself
eternally on a mountain wall,’ and to the popular Celtic
belief that the waters in Brittany, the old land of
romance, still throw back the reflection of the fairy
Viviane.®

Lucretius has not evolved any magical conclusions
from his theory, and he makes no mention whatever
of any solidarity between things and the emanations
that are detached from them ; but from his clear and
logical exposition we can get to understand that when
once the idea of magical solidarity had been embraced,
similarity must appear as no less natural a means
of sorcery than contact. Through images a man
could, in the most literal meaning of the word, put
himself in contact with an object. From effluxes,
emanations or peelings-off, there was constructed an
interminable system of material links through which
all wholes were bound up with their parts and all
originals with their representations. By the application
of one and the same fundamental idea the primitive
magician was able—by the help, it is true, of two
- different methods—to exercise his power over all things
of which he had procured for himself a part or a prcture.
His belief appears to us devoid of any reasonable basis ;
but we ourselves own to ideas of this kind when, under
the influence of strong feeling, we sink back into the
primitive soul-life, ¢.e. when admiration or love have
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made us fetish- or picture-worshippers. We then ex-
perience for a few moments before a souvenir, a relic,
or a portrait the same illusion of possession which was
confused by uncivilised man with an actual power over
a beloved or hated being—only we do not allow our-
selves to be led into supposing any objective corre-
spondence to our subjective sensation; and we do not
—here comes in the decisive difference—embody the
psychological association between the ideas in any
belief of & material union between the things.

It is not necessary here to give a more detailed account
of the theory of sympathetic magic. If some points in
this folk-philosophy have been insufficiently explained,
the Catholic worship will offer many opportunities for
a completer exposition. For the popular superstitions
about the power of relics, which were taken up and were
theoretically justified by the fathers of the Church, are
at bottom as materialistic as primitive magic. All the
forms adopted by relic-worship have their exact corre-
spondence in the system of magic.

To begin with the simplest kind of magic by contact,
it is easy to understand why it was considered that
the possession of a saint’s body or of some of his bones
carried with it advantages similar to those which would
have been gained by placing oneself under the protection
of a living saint: in the same way as the Christian
martyr-worshippers, the ancient Greeks collected relics
of their demi-gods, and transferred them to ‘‘heroon”
chapels.” They thus applied the same principle as the
magician who seeks to make an end of his enemy by
destroying some locks of his hair, some clippings of
his nails, or a lost tooth. It is true that black magic
has hate for its motive power, while the white magic
has admiration or love; but none the less religion and
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magic build in this respect on the basis of a common
thought. It has long been generally recognised that
the heathen gods were thought to be bound to the
places where their images were guarded.® Relics ful-
filled the same purpose in the case of the saints, probably
with still greater effectiveness.” It is perfectly clear
from the hagiographic legends that with the bones of a
saint one took the saint himself into one’s service. One
was certain of his assistance, because the holy man could
not be other than present, wherever his relics were
guarded.”

By transferring some relics to the church, the faith-
ful had made the great dead a member of their own
community. He lived with them, the church became
his house,™ and the interests of the nation became his.’
He appropriated the language of his new country,'® and
he assisted its struggles with patriotic zeal. When the
citizens were successful in their wars, it was the saint
who was given the credit for the victory.* Merits of this
kind could certainly not often be ascribed to the Western
saints, among whom the Roman martyrs in particular
showed themselves sadly incapable of shielding their
city ; but in the East, where hostile attacks were still
frequently repulsed, the belief in the saint’s military
prowess grew with every new victory. A holy relic was
considered as the strongest fortification of a place.
Saint Jacob of Nisibea, for example, who during his life
had by his pious prayers warded off the onslaught of
the Persians, afforded after his death a better protection
to his city than its lofty walls and wide river. His body
became, to quote Ephraem Syrus’s ingenious conceit, a
rampart without the town although it was hidden within
it; it was a living spring inside the town which guarded
Nisibea when the river at its boundary had failed it.*
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As the relics had so much practical importance, it
was not of course always for purely religious reasons
that people strove to acquire them. Piety was con-
nected with utilitarianism, and the collecting of relics
took forms hardly consistent with reverence for the
saint. Voyages of discovery and invasions were under-
taken in order to get possession of precious remains.
People made war on a knuckle or a finger-bone, as
war is now made on provinces and countries. The
body of the saintly ascetic Jacob became a subject
of strife even before he had died.* Tt was not
considered sinful for a man in his pious zeal to rob
or plunder neighbouring towns in order to take
some luck-bringing object home to his own village,
and trade was carried on in what had once been pious
servants of God as in shop wares. If to Christian
ideas there is anything offensive in this, consolation
should be afforded by the fact that the traffic was
usually conducted by unbelieving Jews.

In these varieties of saint-worship we have to do
with a usury levied upon a popular superstition, which
was often condemned by the Church authorities. The
more enlightened among the old Fathers of the Church
discouraged, as far as lay in their power, both the trade
in relics and the forgery of them, the latter having
developed into a regular industry " as early as the time
of Augustine; but the exchange or giving away of
particnlar martyrs’ bones was not disallowed. On the
contrary, it was considered that the Church’s interest
gained by this spread of relics. The cult grew in unity
if one and the same saint was worshipped at several
different places.”® In harmony with that mystical con-
ception of ubiquity which prevails in the doctrine of
the sacrament, it was not thought in any way unnatural
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that the saint should be present at the same time in
all the places where his relics were preserved. The
Eastern Church showed itself particularly willing to
distribute fragments of bone from all the saints whom
people in the West were anxious to worship.

The Roman See followed a policy that was not quite
so generous. Kvidently it was recognised as most profit-
able to possess the holy objects of worship in their
entirety. When, as was often the case, a request for
relics was received, it was pleaded that the rest of the
dead martyrs would be disturbed if their bones were
cut into pieces.”® None the less the pious worshippers
were gratified with the gift of some objects that had
absorbed, and been saturated with, the radiations of
the relics. Little pieces of cloth were placed for a time
in the graves of Peter or Paul, and thence sent forth
round the world as relics of the Apostles.®® These
sanctuaries of the second order, if we may so call them,
were considered to be effective in the same way—if not
in so high a degree as the sacred bones themselves.

Thus the Church, led on perhaps by the apostolic
narrative of Paul’s handkerchiefs, had recourse to that
form of sympathetic magie, according to which, in the
absence of parts of the victim’s body, such as locks of
hair or nails, the result is attained by means of pieces
of clothing. A method was used which corresponded
in its principle with the procedure of primitive sorcerers.
But the Catholic manufacture of relics is more interest-
ing than any one of the magical customs of primitive
men. It demonstrates with unsurpassable clearness how
materialistic was the conception of the effects of relics.
It was, as already mentioned, through a bodily radiation
that the magic vehicle assumed a part of its subject’s
being. This radiation could not be seen, for it was an
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wmwisibile ; but it was not an smponderable. There-
fore, when so important a matter as the procuring of
holy relics was in question, people wished to be quite
sure that the magical transference had really taken
place. The small pieces of cloth were weighed before
and after their rest on the sacred coffins; and when
they were lifted up it was found that they had increased
in weight—a thing, indeed, that is not entirely incredible,
if we take into consideration the damp air down in the
sepulchral chambers. According to the believer’s inter-
pretation the increase in weight corresponded to the
miracle-working power added to the piece of stuff by
the contact.?

It is natural that other objects besides cloth should
serve as vehicles for the effluxes of relics. The oil in the
lamps which burned at the martyrs’ graves was considered
capable of working miracles in the same way as the
holy bodies; and if an ascetic read some prayers over
a jar of oil, his power of working miracles was conveyed
to the contents of the jar, which immediately increased
in amount and flowed over the brim—a statement the
correctness of which may be doubted, however positively
it is asserted by Sulpicius Severus and Gregory of
Tours.® The earth around a holy grave was saturated
by the radiations of the dead man, and thus became
in its turn a means of healing. The water in which a
relic was washed was preserved by the faithful and
taken home to be used as medicine.* Moreover, the
magical emanations never ceased to stream out from
the holy object. Just as the bones of the martyrs and
ascetics were considered to be imperishable, so they were
considered to possess a never-ending supply of miraculous
power.

The holiest relics, however, possessed still more
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wonderful qualities. Not only could they radiate their
being in an unceasing succession of effluxes without a
weakening of their force ; they could even share their
actual matter without undergoing the least shrinkage.
The sand on the spot from which the Saviour ascended
into Heaven has not come to an end in spite of
the fact that, for so many centuries, believers have
taken home grains of it as a relic.® The holy cross
allowed pilgrims to break pieces from its surface, and
none the less remained as large and as complete as
before.® According to popular belief, there were even
saints who actually doubled themselves, in order that
their relics should serve as many worshippers as possible.
St. Baldred in Scotland, for example, had been the cause
of strife between three communities, all of which desired
to possess his body ; but when one day they were about
to take up the unfinished strife anew, the single body
had been changed into three, all puzzlingly like one
another. The holy man had taken care that no one
of the rivals should be favoured at the expense of the
others.”

Reasons could thus be quoted even for the fact
that several specimens of similar relics of one and the
same saint were worshipped at different places. It
is a proof, therefore, of a defective knowledge of the
consistency of Catholic doctrines to ridicule, as Pro-
testants often do, the worship, for example, of the many
holy nails, which would suffice for far more than one cross,
or of the numerous thorns, which could not possibly find
a place in a single crown of thorns.® The believers are
not affected by this criticism; for them it is an undoubted
fact that all the many relics are equally authentic.

As regards the last-mentioned objects, we need not
even appeal to such extraordinary and fabulous explana-
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tions as the miracle of St. Baldred’s body. It is true
that the sacred nails are said to have increased in number
without any exterior prompting; but the majority of
the thirty-six different examples® that are known to
exist have probably, like the many thorns and the
innumerable duplicates of the saints’ clothing, been quite
openly manufactured according to the correct method
of procuring new relics. Some faithful copies of the
authentic objects were made, and these copies were then
set in contact with the original.* The effluxes communi-
cated themselves through the contact, and the new relics
were saturated with the power of the sacred object in
the same way as the pieces of cloth which have already
been mentioned ; but they further possessed, in addition
to the wonder-working qualities transmitted to them
by contact, a miraculous power springing from their
similarity to the original relic. Thus both the magic
principles so often combined in the making of primitive
religious pictures and ancestor-images, combined to
make the secondary relics holy and wonder-working.®
It is not, as may perhaps be objected, too far-fetched
to explain the Catholic doctrine of relics with the help
of the similarity-magic of uncivilised peoples. The
belief in the material connection between images and
their originals was by no means uncommon in the first
centuries of Christianity. The story of Peter, who
healed sick people by his shadow, is evidence of a
conception as materialistic as any of the primitive
superstitions. In the whole of ethnological literature
no more illuminating example of the idea that repre-
sentations are effluxes from originals can be met with
than the Christian legend of Veronica’s napkin. This
marvellous picture, which had itself been produced by
a radiation from the Saviour's countenance, pessessed
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the miraculous power of being able, in its turn, to
detach new pictures to the surface of objects with
which it was placed in contact. According to one of
the many variants of this famous legend, Ananias,
who had been sent to Jerusalem to fetch the picture
of the Saviour for the sick Persian king, during his
return journey concealed his treasure one evening
between some bricks; and when he took it up next
morning, it turned out that the stones had received a
clear impression of the sacred countenance. Thus the
copy was able, by an automatic process, to copy itself;
and, what is more remarkable, it was not through any
mental impression, but through this purely physical
contact that the pictures exercised their healing in-
fluences. In the story of King Agbar’s deliverance from
his leprosy, there is no mention of his having looked at
the napkin. He seized the holy cloth, the tale runs,
and pressed it against his face and his limbs, and in the
same hour his discharge began to grow less and his
strength returned.®

This materialistic picture-medicine has even been
utilised by believing Catholics during far later periods.
Thus the pious mystic Suso relates how he one day
succeeded in curing a blind man by first rubbing his
hands upon a wall, on which were painted the figures
of some holy Apostles, and then touching the eyes of
the sick man.*®* Although these pictures had not, like
the impression on Veronica’s napkin, and on the great
““Sudaria” in Turin and Besancon, been procured by a
material detachment from the models themselves, yet
they could still transmit healing powers in a corporeal
way. The miraculous power of the pictures was of the
same nature as that of the relics, and pictures were
therefore, at any rate in the Eastern Church, entirely
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on a par with the material remains of men and women.*
As a consequence the copied relics were thought to
possess, by reason of their likeness to the original, a
part of the latter’s miraculous force; and as a result
of the same reasoning, people thought that they could
protect their cities, their houses, and themselves no
less efficiently by holy pictures than by holy bones.
This conception has of course been of inestimable im-
portance to the development of pictorial art.

The superstitious ideas which have been commented
upon in this chapter have in themselves nothing to do
with the artistic crafts of Catholicism ; but they give
us information about the contents of the reliquaries,
and it is impossible to treat of a covering without first
paying attention to the substance it conceals. In the
next chapter it will appear that it is only by incessantly
referring to magic by contact and magic by similarity
that we can explain the principles of the shaping, the
embellishment, and the arrangement of the relic-shrine.



CHAPTER IV

THE RELIQUARY

Saints are like roses when they flush rarest,
Saints are like lilies when they bloom fairest,
Saints are like violets sweetest of their kind.

CHRISTINA RossETTI, 4 Saints.

It has been necessary to emphasise specially all the
materialistic elements in the Catholic doctrine of relics.
If we do not make ourselves acquainted with the purely
corporeal manner in which the holy things are thought
to communicate their help and healing, we cannot rightly
understand the relation of the believer to the remains
of the saints; nor can we understand why the relics
were enclosed in reliquaries, set up in the churches,
and exhibited to the faithful. For had the power of
the relic been independent of all physical mediation,
the precious bones would have been able to exercise
their blessed influences in all circumstances. They
would have protected their cities even though they lay
hidden in an unknown grave, and people would have
relied confidently on their help, had they only known
that they were somewhere in their neighbourhood.
This, however, was so little the case that, on the con-
trary, hidden relics were considered as a treasure non-
existent for the community.! It was only after the
sacred bones had been brought up into the light of day

48
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that they began to perform their miracles. A region
was exposed to misfortunes and diseases, however
many relics it might contain within its boundaries;
but it received powerful protection from the moment
when the relics were discovered and set up for the
worship of the faithful.

It would be natural to suppose that the relics were
exhibited in order that the people might show them
reverence. The saint could not, one is apt to imagine,
give any attention to the needs of those who sought
his help before the latter had put forward their desires
in homage and prayer. Nevertheless, the invoking of
the sacred remains does not play any decisive role in
the old miracle stories. The legends relate, on the one
hand, that the power of the relics does not depend
upon such mental factors as belief or unbelief; and, on
the other hand, that the miracle presupposes a sensuous
communication between the relics and those who ex-
perience the effects of the miracle? When any evil
influence was averted, this was due, it is said, to the
fact that the demons were frightened at seeing the
remains of the holy men who during their lifetimes
had withstood their attacks so victoriously.® “We
carry the relic-case forward against the demons,” it
is said by Honorius Augustodunensis, “ as the Children
of Israel bore the Ark of the Covenant against
the Philistines.”* When again it was a question of
strengthening weakness or healing an illness that was
not due to demoniacal possession, the cure was trans-
mitted by as simple a method. The patients were well
aware of the-fact that the relics could not exercise their
influence telepathically. They were not content with
praying to the holy bones at a distance, but they wanted
to see them, and touch them or rub themselves against
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them, in order to absorb in their being the healing
effluxes. Just as people strove to touch martyrs while
they lived,’ so they contended to get as near as possible
to their remains.

The early Christian martyr-shrines were in many
cases accessible for such contact. If they were placed
above ground people could embrace them with their
arms and touch them with eyes, ears, and mouth.® If,
again, they rested underground, a direct communication
between the altar and the dead was often procured by
the “aditus ad sanctos” already mentioned ; and a still
closer contact was possible in churches where the grave
as a “confessio” lay directly under the altar-table
itself. Through the door or window of the ¢ confessio”
building one could look in upon the relics and place
one’s body close to them; nay, one could even in
some cases, as in the old Church of St. Peter at Rome,
thrust one’s entire head into the holy chamber.” There
were also some altars of the later chest-type, with
small openings in their walls through which the saint’s
bones peeped out;® but these forms became more and
more rare. The orthodox altar came to be a closed
room which contained relics indeed, but also concealed
them in a small inaccessible grave.

When they rested under the communion-table the
bones of martyrs and confessors fulfilled their function
of effecting a union between the church and its pro-
tector—** its name-saint,” as the term stands—which was
woven stronger and stronger at each new celebration of
the holy meal.’® The saint became an invisible guest at
the festivals of the community, and he was, through his
participation in them, more and more closely bound to
the community’s interests. But if this sufficed for the
general needs of the cult, it must often have been
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unsatisfactory to individual believers that they could
no longer see or touch the sacred remains. People were
not content with the knowledge that the altar preserved
relics, or that, as was often the case, relics were fitted
into the vaulting stones or in the roof of the church
tower.”® They claimed to worship their saints in some
special sanctuary which was not, like the altar- table,
used for any other ritual purposes. They claimed that
the relics should be preserved in such a way that
the sacred bones themselves or their covering should
be accessible not only to the thoughts of the faith-
ful, but also to their eyes, and if possible to their
touch.

This claim could easily be fulfilled when the number
of holy objects had increased through the discovery
and manufacture of relics. Then, in addition to the
great saint-grave, t.e. the altar, churches could be
provided with other movable saint-shrines for the
exclusive purpose of relic-worship. Thus arose the
various receptacles which, with their beauty of form
and the richness of their colours, contribute so power-
fully to the outer pomp of Catholic ritual.

From the purely aesthetic point of view the reli-
quary is more interesting than any of the objects
which together constitute the liturgical apparatus.
The history of the embellishment of this holy shrine
embraces a considerable part of the development of
decorative art. It touches upon all the most important
kinds of the arts and crafts which were carried on
during the Middle Ages and the Renaissance—the
carving of ivory, the chasing of gold and silver, the
works in vermilion, .e. gilded silver, and the setting of
rubies, topazes, and emeralds, and, above all, of some
kinds of stones no longer used in secular art, such as
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the chrysoprase and that transparent crystal, the beryl.
It affords examples of many ingenious ways of utilising
shells and mother-of-pear], and even ostrich eggs, for
relic-cases; and, above all, it contains a fascinating
chapter on the artistic enamels, in which richly-coloured
vitreous glaze has been poured into ornaments and
figures, whose contours are formed by the darkly-rising
ridges of the copper base. The gorgeous beauty of the
embellishment of reliquaries is, indeed, often barbarically
ostentatious, but in many cases it can compel unqualified
admiration.

There can be no question here of giving an exact
account of all the individual shrines which invite de-
seription by the splendour and grace of their form, or
by the effect of their combination of colours. Of the
number of varieties by which the reliquary is repre-
sented in the collections of churches and museums,
only the most important will be discussed. In doing
so, it is most natural to begin by distinguishing a con-
siderable group of receptacles which had originally been
manufactured for secular purposes.”

When the collecting of holy bones began, there did
not of course exist any developed art of manufacturing
reliquaries. People were often content to fit the bones
or their fragments into simple boxes of lead, bone, or
wood, on the covers of which they engraved a short
description of the contents; but frequently they chose
as receptacles for the holy objects some box or case
which had formerly been used for quite another purpose.
Thus it might happen that after Christianity had be-
come a fashionable religion, the wealthy ladies of Rome
emptied out the contents of their trinket-boxes and hid
the blackened bones of some pious ascetic under the
same cover that had formerly guarded their pearls and
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brilliants ; and during much later periods this custom
of using heathen works of art as coverings for Christian
contents was retained. Crusaders and pilgrims brought
with them relics lying in costly cases and receptacles
which they had procured in the East, and the Church
took care of the shell as well as of the substance. The
same liberality, was shown with regard to the profane
art of the Huropean nations. As the Church on the
whole rejected nothing—whether old folk-legends or
heathen customs or motives of artistic decoration—so,
too, it gave house-room to gems, receptacles, and
implements which had either lost their use or mno
longer possessed any rightful owmer.” Some small
alteration was made in the object; an open goblet was
closed by a lid, or a hole was bored in a breast-plate; a
fragment of bone was introduced or fitted into the
opening, and the worldly object was thus transformed
into a holy shrine.® What is important as regards the
history of art is that through a small alteration of this
kind the object was preserved from destruction. During
the time when no historic sense was directing peoples’
activities, and when the comparative study of art was
an unknown idea, the sacristies and altar-places fulfilled
the task that has now been taken over by art-museums;
and they fulfilled it so well that in many cases they
have preserved for us valuable instances of—e.g. oriental
—technique which but for them had been lost to us. All
this exotic and barbaric production, which is still to be
found in the collections of relics in churches, is, of
course, of indisputable aesthetic interest; but it teaches
us nothing of the art which is Catholic in its origin and
its aim.

The reliquaries proper can easily be distinguished
from receptacles which were subsequently adapted to
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their holy purpose. They are by no means less
beautiful than the secular cases; on the contrary, only
the purest materials were considered good enough to
enclose the bones of martyrs and confessors, for the
bones in themselves were ““ of more worth than precious
stones, and finer than purified gold,”* and, as the
legends relate, revealed their sanctity by a sweet odour.
Superstitious worship and pious, devout reverence
thus led the craftsmen to put forth in the making of
reliquaries all the skill of which they were capable;
but these holy shrines further possessed in their
shape certain features clearly illustrating their religious
purpose.

The form that lay nearest to hand, when a chamber
had to be prepared for the body of a holy martyr or
ascetic, was naturally that of a hox. It is probable that
many of the oldest relic-shrines were nothing but simple
coffins of stone or wood. As soon, however, as these
sanctuaries began to be exhibited in churches, the
necessity of decorating their surfaces must have been
felt. After the model of antique and early Christian
sarcophagi, people began to divide the walls into com-
partments separated from one another by pilasters
and half-columns, and adorned with pictures from the
life of the saint within. The lid received, likewise
on the model of sarcophagi, the form of a saddle-roof,
and the resemblance to a house, when once people’s
eyes had been directed to it, was more and more
emphasised by the ornamentation. When the “capsa”
—such is the name for this saint’s shrine—had reached
its full development, it often presented the appearance
of a small church: a simple or even a many-aisled
Basilica, with socle, arcades, and projecting saddle-roof,
or a Gothic cathedral with flying buttresses, pinnacles,
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and ridge-turrets. Just as the Church had often been
looked upon as a grave-shrine for the saint, so too the
saint’s shrine was looked upon and represented as a
church.’?

This type of reliquary, which one can imagine as
developed out of a sarcophagus, was, however, used in a
smaller size for relics which could not have filled a proper
chest. Thus there are many small golden c¢hurches
which were wrought and decorated solely in order to
enclose some precious and sacred bone-fragment. But
it is natural that, in the business of preserving small
relics, people were not bound to that type of case which
had been used for the intact bodies of martyrs. A
little piece of bone could, for example, be placed in a
cylindrical or polygonal box, whose walls and lid were
adorned with engraved or sculptured ornamentation.
This lid, too, could after some remodelling assume the
form of a roof ; a conical tent-roof or a cupola. Thus the
box appeared like a tower, or in its most finished stage,
as a central temple. The sacred bone rested in a
treasury which recalled the oriental tombs and sepulchral
churches.”® We see how the connection of ideas between
the great and the small bone-houses expresses itself
step by step in the outer shape of the reliquaries.

The shrines in the form of towers or churches, so
important in Catholic symbolism, do not, however, give
any idea of the kind of bones which are preserved in them.
In this respect the so-called “topical reliquaries” are
much more interesting to the spectator. In them the
covering corresponds faithfully to the contents. A
finger of silver or gold encloses a finger-bone, a half-
moon-formed piece of gold contains the fragment of a
rib, and a foot holds parts of the lower extremities.
The fibulae—which are often to be found among relics—
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are enclosed in an arm, or more properly in a sleeve, of
metal, from which protrudes a hand with the fingers
extended in a gesture of blessing. In many cases, in
order to make possible a complete identification of the
precious remains, there has been placed between the
fingers the characteristic attribute of the saint in
question. The skull-bone was fitted naturally into a
head of wood, stone, or metal, and thus arose “ hermae ”
or busts concealing in their interior some fragmentary
relic. When once people had advanced so far along the
road from shrine to image, it was an easy step to form
statues which reproduced the saint’s entire shape and
housed some of his bones.” Contact had, to use the
terminology of magie, allied itself with similarity.
When looking, for example, at the curious busts in the
Church of St. Ursula at Cologne, each of which has under
its crown a fragment of skull, we are reminded of the
great ancestor statues in New Guinea, which were made
o support or enclose the skull-bones of the dead.”® Or,
if we prefer to seek our comparisons nearer at hand,
we can think of the Etruscan urns in the form of busts,
which at the same time preserved a man’s features and
his earthly remains.

These resemblances, however, striking as they are,
should not lead us to a complete identification. It is
difficult in each separate case to decide whether it was a
conscious magical intention or a purely aesthetic impulse
that lay at the root of the custom of making relic-
holders in the shape of busts and statues. During the
later Middle Ages, and even more during the Renaissance,
the enclosing of sacred bones was indeed considered as
a purely artistic business, which people sought above all
to fulfil in the most beautiful way possible. Reli-
quaries were collected as curios by many connoisseurs
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who had no belief at all in the miraculous power of the
holy bones, and probably they were often made by
sculptors and goldsmiths who themselves did not retain
the primitive world-view. But even if one does not like
to see in the anthrepomorphic reliquaries anything but
the result of the free play of artistic fancy, yet it must
be remembered that in this, as in so many cases, the
aesthetic effect corresponds to what at earlier stages of
development was looked upon as a magical efficacy. And
there is no doubt that to the pious saint-worshippers
both the worth of the relics and their miraculous
qualities were increased, when they were able from the
very shape of the outer cover to receive an impression
of the presence of the saint.

The topical saint-shrines, which in our presentation
of the subject were the connecting link in the transition
to the preserving of relics in busts and statues, possess
this advantage, that it is possible to see what bones are
preserved in them ; but the sacred contents themselves
can not be seen. The covering is not, indeed, able to
exclude the miraculous power, and it has been satur-
ated with such a number of effluxes that it could per-
form miracles on its own account ;' but the fact that
the relic is completely hidden from their eyes is none
the less unsatisfactory to the faithful. Superstition and
plous reverence claim to behold their object. In order
to fulfil this claim, a little window, covered with trans-
parent crystal, has frequently been let into the saint’s
shrine ;® and during the later Middle Ages a further
step was taken by manufacturing entire reliquaries out
of glass. The small cylindrical shrine—if we may use
this expression—was supported and surrounded by an
edifice wrought in metal, reproducing in miniature
motives from the church architecture of the period.
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This rich framework is, however, so arranged that it does
not conceal the sacred bone, the whole length of which
shines out through the glass. A saint-shrine of this
kind is not a “relic-hider "—a “relikgbmma,” to use the
old Swedish expression—but on the contrary a “relic-
shower.” Therefore it bears in ecclesiastical terminology
the same name, “ monstrance,” as was borne by the
objects which, coming into use at a later time, play so
important a part in the cult of the sacred Host.®

The same principles that determined the formation
of the reliquaries are responsible also for the ways in
which these are kept and exhibited. Whether the holy
bone itself is hidden or visible, the believer must at
any rate be able to see its shrine. Often indeed, from
a regard for their value, the wonder-working objects
were locked up in chests and cabinets in the sacristies ;
but even in these cases care was taken that not only
the priests, but also the community, should occasionally
enjoy the privilege of viewing the relics. On the
saints’ birthdays—their death-days'according to secular
terminology—when their remains were considered to
have greater healing properties than at any other
time,” the sacred bones had to exercise their powers
over all the sick and unhappy ones who streamed to
the church to be cured of their sufferings. Thus in
la Sainte Chapelle in Paris—a building which, large as
it is, can only be considered as a monster-reliquary—
there has been left for this purpose in the stained glass
windows one uncoloured pane, through which the relics
were shown to the crowd outside.” On the day of Mary’s
Assumption, the sacred girdle at Prato was exhibited
from a pulpit which was erected specially for that purpose
outside the church, and which was built by Michelozzo
and adorned with reliefs by Donatello. And in the
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Breton village of St. Jean du Doigt, on every midsummer
day people can take part in a great “pardon,” when
John the Baptist’s finger is immersed in the great
churchyard fountain, in order that the sick may be
able to rub their bodies with the water thus saturated
with the saint’s effluxes. Other relics go to meet
those who seek their help, when they are carried in
procession on festival days through the streets of
the towns. The great chests are borne on litters, and
the “monstrances” are held in the hands of Church
officials. Thus the bones of the dead are able to
spread their blessings over wide circles and to radiate
health over all those who cross their path.

It is clear, however, that people could not content
themselves with these exhibitions of relics on feast days.
A possibility of partaking of a saint’s help must be
provided for the daily church-goers. For this purpose
it was necessary to expose some relics in a visible place
within the church itself. Now of all such places there
is none so conspicuous as the altar, which, whether in the
nave or in one of the small side-chapels, is placed at that
point to which the gaze of the worshipper is irresistibly
drawn. The surface of the altar, however, cannot
afford rdom for any bulky objects over and above those
necessary for the celebration of the sacrament. The
relic-shrine must, therefore, unless it is quite small, be
placed as near the altar as possible without thereby
encroaching on its space.* The attempt to unite these
two conflicting claims has given rise to some peculiar
arrangements that have been of immense importance
in the development of art-forms.

When it was desired to give a dominating position
to the great saint-chest, which naturally could not be
laid on the altar itself, there was only one expedient
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available. It was placed behind the altar on a sub-
structure high enough to make the sanctuary visible
all over the church. By an arrangement of this
kind the faithful were enabled to move freely round
the relics and even to place themselves under them,
so that they could receive their effluxes from every
direction.® It has even been asserted that the suppli-
ants utilised the space between the bottom of the shrine
and the floor of the church for carrying out the old
magical idea, according to which sickness is believed to
be healed by the sufferer creeping through a narrow
opening, e.g. under stones or between the branches of
trees.*® For the purposes of saint-worship itself this dis-
position was as advantageous as could be desired, but
it was also very effective architecturally and decora-
tively. The richly-ornamented chest which occasionally,
like the old sarcophagi, was crowned by a little roof of its
own, rises with this, its ¢ ciborium,” high over the Mass-
table, and from its position dominates the whole field
of vision in the church. It is the second great grave
of the Catholic cult; and as regards the eye, if not the
mind, it often asserts itself at the cost of the altar-chest.
By the history of its development this roofed and
lofty-rising saint-shrine, as seen in some old French
churches, further reminds us of the influence acquired
by the worship of the dead in Catholic ritual.

The decorative whole, formed by the table of the
high altar and the gable of the great saint-shrine
facing the nave, is from the aesthetic point of view the
most interesting part of the fittings of the old churches ;
but it is also worthy of attention from the point of view of
the history of art. Attempts have been made to show
that it was this combination of ritual objects which
served as the model for the later groups of pictures
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behind the altar. When the saint-shrine has received
the form of a many-aisled church, its front aspect
does indeed present the same disposition that we
find in triptychs and polyptychs —a large central
compartment culminating in a pointed or rounded
arch, and flanked by smaller wings also crowned with
arches. The pictures of saints which are usually met
with on the side-panels of an altar-piece correspond to
the paintings on the fagade of the miniature church,
w.e. of the saint-shrine. The richly-ornamented coping
which, especially in German altar-pieces, often frames the
pictures at the top, can be explained as a reminiscence
of the roof over the saint-shrine, which earlier would
bhave had its place behind the altar. Finally the
“predella ”—the rectangular compartment under large
pictures, which is often decorated with scenes from
the legends of saints and martyrs—may, so it is argued,
have developed from an altar-decoration the purpose
of which had been to conceal the stands supporting
the relic-case. In Viollet le Duc’s reconstruction of the
old altar in St. Denis, the fagade of the relic-case, the
Mass - table, and the square slab which masks the
columns under the case, combine to form a totality
which, as to its construction, corresponds exactly with
a triptych on an altar; but naturally we have no
right to base any theory upon a reconstruction which,
even if it were correct, would only throw light on a
single instance.”

The attempt to explain the old altar- pieces as
imitations of the pictured fagade of the saint-shrine
must, therefore, be considered as an hypothesis which
is more ingenious than convincing. Viollet le Duc’s
disciples were over-confident when they thought that
they could show a definite model for the old picture
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groups behind the altar; but perhaps they were not
quite wrong in asserting a connection between the
altar-pieces and some of the older reliquaries, even
though these had not invariably the shape of chests
or churches. If we examine the other hypotheses
advanced concerning the origin of altar-decorations,
we find that the pictures have always been looked
upon as substitutes for the relics. According to some
authors, the model for the altar-picture is to be found
in a kind of wooden or bone plate, on which the saint-
worshippers in the Greek Church used to fasten pieces
of the holy Cross, miracle-working fragments of bone,
or memorial stones from Palestine.”® These plates were
often joined by hinges, and could be closed like the
covers of a book. Such “diptychs” or “triptychs”
were especially collected by Crusaders, and were kept
as a sort of souvenir-album which took up little room
and could easily be carried when travelling. When
a man returned home, it was only natural for him to
place his sacred book on the altar with its relic-decked
inside opened. The decoration thus received by the
Mass-table is distinguishable from the great wing-altars
or altar-cabinets only by its dimensions, and not by its
construction. The relic-album gradually received still
richer embellishment. The sides were crowned with
round or pointed arches, and adorned with paintings
or reliefs. Thus the great picture-compartments on a
reredos or an altar-picture were foreshadowed in minia-
ture by these open books. It was only the ¢ predella”
that was lacking.

Even for this element in the totality it has been
possible to find another archetype than the screen for
the supports of the relic-case, which Viollet le Duc
adduced in his explanation. The “ predella,” it is said,
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has its earliest correspondence in the “ retabulum,” z.e. a
square surface of wood or metal, which is met with even
on many of the altars that do not stand in front of any
saint-chest. The richest examples of this object of
adornment—the great ““ Soester” altar-piece in Berlin,
“la pala d’oro” in St. Mark’s, and Duccio’s great altar
picture in Siena—are completely covered by images
in beaten gold and silver, in stone or wood-carving, or
in painting. It seems probable, however, that the earliest
““retabula ” carried not pictures but rather relics, for the
ecclesiastical councils from the ninth to the tenth
century permitted nothing to be set upon the altar
besides * service-books, monstrances, and relics.” ® The
position of the “retabulum” must have fitted it peculiarly
to receive on its surface small fragments of bone, which,
when fastened on to the vertical surface, were visible
throughout the church and made no encroachment upon
the altar-table. If oneimaginesa * Klappaltidrchen "—so
the above-mentioned diptychs and triptychs were named
in Germany, when they were opened on the Mass-
table—placed above a “retabulum ” of this kind, one
sees a group of reliquaries, the arrangement of which
corresponds on a small scale to that of the typical
groups of pictures, and may in some cases be con-
sidered as having served as a model for them.

There are, however, authors who say that the so-called
altar-cabinets and altar-pieces were developed neither
from the pictorially-decorated gables of the saint-
shrines, nor from the small books and shelves containing
relics, but from an original saint-cabinet. But when,
in accordance with such a conception, they have
attempted to determine the contents of this cabinet,
they have not been able to suggest that these were any-
thing but relics.® The  predella,” again, has in the
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same way been explained as a rudiment of a complete
box containing some sacred bones. In ancient docu-
ments information has indeed been found showing
clearly that such relic-boxes were set up on the
altar. Thus even this hypothesis is based on the
supposition that during an earlier phase the paintings
and sculptures had their antecedents in relics.™
Although investigators have not yet succeeded in
putting forward any generally recognised explanation of
the origin of the altar-piece, it is possible to deduce from
the different theories some common statements which
do correspond with the principles established in this
and the previous chapters. The worship of saint-
pictures attaches itself to the worship of saint-relics,
and the pictures, by reason of the magical world-
philosophy, are thought to possess an influence similar
to that of the miracle-working bones. The representa-
tions of saints which fill the walls and doors of wing-
altars or the compartments of great polyptychs point
back to a period when those saints were represented, not
only by pictures, but also by fragments of their bones
in relic-carrying altar-pieces. Again, the very arrange-
ment of groups of pictures at the altar preserves
the memory of different relic-cases and relic-shelves
erected behind or above the Mass-table. It would,
of course, be too much to say that pious people would
not have thought of adorning the holiest place in
the church with pictures and sculptures, without having
had before them some patterns from earlier models.
But as we know that stands, shelves, and cabinets for
miracle-working bones had been placed in the vicinity
of the altar, and in a number of cases had been decorated
with pictures; and as, on the other hand, we find in the
supporting or enclosing function of these reliquaries an
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explanation of the peculiar disposition of altar-pieces, we
can hardly be considered too venturesome if we connect
the two types with each other. For the purposes of this
work it is not necessary to decide how far any particular
one—and in that case which one—of the different ways
of exhibiting relics deserves to be considered as the
model for the old altar-pictures. It is sufficient that we
can in any case assert that even the most conspicuous
of the objects of decoration in the church, the great
group of pictures at the altar, has received its outer form
as a loan or an inheritance from the pictorially decorated
receptacles of the wonder-working bones of saints. The
remains of the dead, which constitute the precious con-
tents of the hidden grave of the Mass-table, have
occupied a prominent place in the decoration of the altar
walls. If, therefore, the great altar-pieces cannot be re-
garded as actual shrines, yet they have, as cabinets or
shelves, supported or enclosed sacred contents similar to
those which were fitted in under the sacrament table.
This fact affords an idea of the importance of the objects
for which Catholic art erected and embellished the first,
though not the most important, of her holy shrines.



CHAPTER V

THE MASS

Je crois en la toute-présence

A la messe de Jésus-Christ ;

Je crois & la toute-puissance

Du sang que pour nous il offrit,

Et qu’il offre au seul Juge encore
Par ce mystére que j’adore,

Qui fait qu'un homme vain, menteur,
Pourvu qu’il porte le vrai signe

Qui le consacre entre tous digne,
Puisse créer le Créateur.

PAUL VERLAINE, Bonheur XV1I.

In all that has been said in the previous chapters in re-
gard to the arrangement and embellishment of the altar-
place, no mention has been made of the ceremony, the
purpose of which the altar is primarily intended to serve.
‘What is essential and original in the Catholic ritual has
been passed over in favour of a cult which only during
the course of its development associated itself with divine
worship. The Mass-table has been looked at exclusively
as a receptacle for relics; and in the case of the other
liturgical objects, only those peculiarities have been
noticed which spring from their function of enclosing or
supporting the bones of saints. Such a procedure has
been necessary in order to make the principles of the
form-development appear with full clearness ; but, on
the other hand, it must not be forgotten that the

distinction, if persevered in longer than is absolutely
66
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necessary, may easily lead to a wrong interpretation of
the concrete works of art. In so far as we have to
explain the shaping of the type, we must attach weight
to the altar’s property of enclosing relics; but when
on the other hand we have to give an account of the
altar’s function in religious ceremonial, then the altar
must be treated not as a saint’s grave but as a Mass-
table. These two principles appear to be so simple and
clear that one ought easily to be able to avoid confusing
them, but none the less there are particular cases in
which doubt may rise as to which of the two views
ought to be adopted.

One experiences such a doubt, for instance, when one
sees the golden crowns and wreaths which in some of the
old “ ciboria” have been hung up above the altar.! There
is no question that the princes who offered these costly
ornaments to the Church desired thereby to express their
reverence for the altar-place. But what was it in the
altar that they chiefly desired to honour? According to
the old Christian conception, the wreath is the distinctive
emblem of the martyrs. They who have fought the
“good fight” of faith with the sacrifice of their lives are
looked upon as ““ God’s athletes,” who after death will
receive their reward in the same decoration as crowned
the victors in worldly games.” It is easiest then, so
it would seem, to explain the wreaths as a kind of
homage to the name-saints of the Church or of the
altar, 7.e. to the martyrs whose relics rest under the
Mass-table ; but there are some authors who have been
unwilling to avail themselves of this interpretation.
Thus Barbier de Montault considers that crowns were
suspended over the altar to express the thought of
Christ’s royal dignity.® Rohault de Fleury supposes
indeed that this custom had its origin in the desire to
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honour martyrs, but he imagines the original purpose
of the decorations to have been altered in the course of
time. When the West Gothic kings offered to the
Church such costly “regna” as, for example, Recces-
vinthus’s famous crown (now preserved in the Cluny
Museum), they did not, according to de Fleury, worship
saints, but they presented their homage to the King of
kings, whose flesh and blood rested upon the altar
during Mass.*

It is in itself of no great importance to decide
whether the French authors are right or wrong in their
interpretation. The old hanging ornaments have been
mentioned here only because they offer a striking
example of that twofold meaning which renders difficult
the treatment of all questions concerning the symbolism
of the altar. We are compelled to remember continually
that it is not only the martyrs who hold sway over the
sacred place, but that the Mass-table is also a room for
something more worthy of reverence than the relics of
great witnesses to the faith.®

In some cases, indeed, this fact must be borne in
mind even with reference to that particular part of the
altar which has acquired the significance of a saint-shrine.
Although it was considered necessary to enclose some
relics under the table-surface, yet the possibility that
such might not be everywhere procurable was recognised.
In these cases people had the right to have the saint’s
bones replaced by “fragments of the Saviour’s body,”
6. by pieces of a consecrated wafer.® Thereby the
altar became literally a grave of Christ; but there is no
need to suppose that its sacredness had been to any
essential degree increased. Indeed, quite independently
of the contents of the hidden receptacle, it must
have been easy to associate in thought the room over
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which the sacramental transformation was enacted, with
the last resting-place of the dead God-man. In the
Greek Church such a connection of ideas is clearly
expressed by a picture of Christ’s burial sewn to the
“antimensium,” z.e. the silk cloth which covers the front
of every Mass-table, and without which the table cannot
be used for its lofty purpose.” The Roman Church does
not indeed possess anything corresponding to these
pictorial representations—unless we care to cite that
singular altar at Dresden, the front of which bears a
relief of Christ’s grave, with the three Marys in the back-
ground and a sleeping soldier in each corner.® But the
thought itself may have been a sufficiently conscious
one, even though it has not been more frequently
expressed in painting or sculpture;® and the ritual
Easter-dramas, in which the altar, or some little tem-
porary erection on the altar, represented the grave at
Jerusalem, must to some extent have had the effect of
strengthening the idea that the Mass-table was some-
thing holier than a reliquary.

If the thought of the body of the Divinity thus
attached itself through various intermediaries to the
altar-chest, it was naturally difficult for the saint-cult
to assert its aims in relation to the holy table-surface.
In the last chapter it was pointed out that from the
beginning of the ninth century crucifixes and reliquaries
might be set up on the altar; but it was expressly
stated that in placing these ornaments—the only ones
permitted in the holy place—care must be taken to
refrain from occupying too much space. The saint-
shrine sought to win as prominent a position as possible,
but it was not allowed to encroach upon the sphere
of objects holier than the relics.® Thus in all the
varying ways of arranging reliquaries behind or
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above the altar, we can read the story of a struggle
for precedence between two cults. The receptacle
for the remains of the dead tried to push its way
forward into the central and dominant position in the
church, and it had even succeeded in forcing its shape
upon the lower part of the altar, which was transformed
into a closed chest. But if it attempted to assert its
influence over the Mass-table itself, it was thrust aside
and retired to a more backward, if to no less visible a
position.

The official rules for the decoration of the altar do
not indeed openly bear witness to the existence of any
such conflict between the claims of the Mass-table and
the reliquaries, but the pious legends are in this
respect much more illuminating. Thus there is a
little monkish anecdote from the tenth century proving
that even the saints themselves might denounce the
encroachments upon the sanctity of the Sacrament, of
which their worshippers were guilty :—

In a church near the monastery of Cluny, so runs
the story, many miracles had been performed by the
bones of St. Walpurgis; but on one occasion, when
these relics had been placed for some days on the altar-
table itself, the miracles completely ceased. The sick
who besought the saint’s help waited in vain to be
healed, until one of them received a revelation from
St. Walpurgis. “The reason you have not recovered
your health,” said the saint, “is that my relics have
been put on God’s Altar, which ought not to be used
save for the divine mysteries.” After the sick man
had related his vision, the relics were moved back
to the place which they had formerly occupied, and
in the same hour the miraculous cures began anew."

No better proof can be desired of the fact that the
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Saint-worship was rightly understood as a parasitic cult,
which, however closely it might connect itself with
the altar service, could not in any way obscure from
view the significance of the Mass. Even though the
relics preserved in and on and over the altar were
looked upon with reverence, yet a deeper regard was
given to the objects which had immediate reference to
the Sacrament itself And if—to pass over, for the
present, the movable paraphernalia—it was considered
necessary for every complete altar to preserve some
bones of martyrs in its interior, yet in any case the
receptacle for relics was not the most essential part
of the Mass-table. The small travelling altars, in
which the liturgical furniture was reduced to its most
indispensable components, are in this respect particu-
larly illuminating. They can indeed all be looked
upon as portable relic-shrines, but they have besides,
on the lid of the case, a consecrated stone which is no
less important than the bones within. This stone, which
was to bear the Sacrament, had been solemnly consecrated
for its purpose by a bishop. Plates of the same kind
were fitted also into Mass-tables in remote churches
which could not receive episcopal consecration.’

When it was in any way possible, however, people
preferred to have the whole altar-surface consecrated for
its purpose on the spot it was to occupy. On such an
occasion the officiating bishop performed some important
ceremonies for which a definite ritual must have been
devised as early as the twelfth century. The procedure
at a consecration is indeed described in detail by the
liturgical author Durandus de Mende, whose famous
Rationale divinorum officiorum was composed in
1286. Durandus first relates how the altar was
sprinkled with holy water, and how it was baptised
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with baptismal water. When this has been done, he
says, it remains for the priest to anoint the altar with
oil and unguents. While doing this, he sings: * Jacob
raised up a stone as a monument, and poured oil there
over.”* The first sanctuary in Bethel was thus the
type for all altars, and it was desired—with that tradi-
tional adherence to Jewish models which would afford
material for long historical digressions—to connect
Christian ceremonies with old biblical religious customs.

That so much weight should be attached to the
consecration of the altar becomes perfectly intelligible if
we take into account what were the objects—far more
precious than any relics—which the holy table-surface
was to bear. To the pious Catholic the altar is literally
a “holy and dreadful place” (Gen. xxviii. 17), at which,
like Jacob at Bethel and Peniel (Gen. xxviii. 13, xxxil.
80), he can meet God face to face. At the Mass-table
there daily comes to pass the great miracle through
which the highest substance takes the place of the
substance of earthly materials, without the latters’
modi and accidents, t.e. their outer manifestations, being
visibly transformed.”* Where heathens and unbelievers
see nothing but a piece of bread and some drops of
wine, there the faithful see their God in entire and
undivided presence. They are not misled by the outer
covering behind which the Mighty has concealed Him-
self in order to protect human senses from being
blinded by His splendour;* they know, they say, that
He can be seen by faith, and even touched and con-
sumed.” Daily, through the mediation of His priest,
He binds Himself to His community, and allows Him-
self to be appropriated by it in a fusion of beings which
is illustrated by the most material, and therefore for our
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senses the clearest, form of appropriation, t.e. through
eating and drinking. Daily He offers Himself anew
for His community, when He gives Himself as an
atonement for the sins of mankind. A Roman Mass
is indeed not only a Communion meal, but it is also,
and above all, a holy action through which the work
of redemption is repeated in the ritualistic celebrations,
in order to serve with undiminished force, at each
repetition, as a new sacrifice of atonement.

It is the rich and significant purport of this
ritual that made the Mass the greatest sacrament of
Catholicism. The service of the altar is the nucleus
of the Church’s worship, just as the altar-table is the
central point of the church building. Therefore, church
art ought also, it would seem, to be explicable in its
character and purpose, if considered in connection with
the ritual performed at the altar.

The Catholic Mass is indeed a centre within the
sphere of aesthetic phenomena also. The different art-
forms collect, as at a centre point, round the ritual
action. The service of the altar is above all musical,
and it exercises its chief attraction over the unbeliever
as a concert at which he hears melodies composed to old
liturgical poems; but the Mass has also a dramatic
element, at any rate for those spectators who understand
the mystic and magical significance of the movements
and gestures of the celebrants. The place at which the
Mass is performed has been arranged according to an
architectural plan, in which every detail is full of signi-
ficance, and it is surrounded by sculptures and paintings
which often illustrate pictorially, and thus recapitulate
in a new medium, the sacred history pantomimically
suggested by the actions of the officiating priest.
Finally, decorative art extends its embellishment over
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the objects and implements used at the ceremony.
Thus the different kinds of aesthetic production combine
in a great “Gesamtkunstwerk,” all the parts of which
work together for a common purpose : to give increased
beauty, dignity, and holiness to the great Sacrament.

The contribution of the arts of design to the religious
and aesthetic effect of the Mass-ritual has been partly
noticed in the foregoing and will be treated in more
detail later. Opportunity will also be offered in some
later chapters of touching upon the hymns sung at the
altar. With regard to the musical element, the author
is compelled, by reason of defective natural qualifica-
tions, once for all to refrain from interpretation. It is
thus the dramatic-pantomimic representation which must,
in this connection, be the object of a bird’s-eye view.

It should first be premised, however, that it is only
with many limitations that the words *drama” or
‘ pantomime ” can be used with reference to the actions
of the priest at Mass. That which takes place at the
altar, has for its aim not so much the representation of
the Atonement, as the effecting of a real renewal of it.
The ritual is often indeed explained as a memorial
ceremony : ' but it would be heresy to see in it nothing
but an ¢llustration of the Divinity’s life and death. * Im-
molatio nostra,” says Albertus Magnus in a frequently
quoted passage, “non tantum est repraesentatio sed
immolatio vera, id est rei immolatae oblatio per manus
sacerdotum.” ** It is thus a practical—z.e. in this case a
religious and magical—and not an aesthetic act that the
priest performs. The thought of the spectators and the
Impressions they may receive from the celebration has
exercised so little influence that the validity is recognised
even of ““ private masses,” which are celebrated without
any member of the community being present; and the
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theurgical operation is so devoid of visible elements that
an uninitiated beholder has no conception of the succes-
sion of mystical events represented at the Mass-table.
One surmises that each of the priest’s actions has its
significance, one understands that the singing and the
recitation refer to the great events lying at the root
of the Sacrament—but one does not see the drama
progress in an intelligible form."

Such is the effect of the Church’s ceremonial on
the outsider, and such it must be also on most modern
Catholics who, whether priests or laymen, have—to
judge from the complaints of the religious authors—
completely lost the understanding of the ritual’s hidden
meaning.® But the Mass has not always been so
incomprehensible to the faithful. During the time when
the theological explanation of ritual was at its height,
people, at any rate in clerical circles, were able to
recognise the successive stages of the Redemption in
the different moments of the altar-celebration. Each
gesture of the priest and his assistants could be referred
to something corresponding to it in the sacred history.
Thus the celebration appeared as a repetition of the
Saviour’s life and death, which symbolically, even if not
actually, was complete and intelligible.

It was during the ninth century that such a view
was for the first time put forth in detail by Amalarius
of Metz.® Later, during the twelfth and thirteenth
centuries, the symbolical interpretation was worked out
more and more by those authors who treated of the
Mass-ceremonies, faithfully following Amalarius’s famous
writings. Honorius Augustodunensis even goes so far
as to use descriptions from profane drama in his
explanation of altar usages. Just as those, he says,
who recited tragedies in the theatre, represented to the
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people by their gestures the strifes of contentious men,
so our tragedian, the priest, represents Christ’s strife to
the Christian people in the Church.® And it is not
merely this one dramatic battle that is to be witnessed
in the Church’s ritual. The Saviour’s victory over the
powers of evil was prefigured, according to the mediaeval
conception, in the victories which God’s people, led by
Moses, Joshua, and David, gained over their enemies.
Again, all these struggles are models for the strife man-
kind has to wage against the world, the flesh, and the
devil. It is therefore a threefold triumph that is
celebrated in the Mass-ritual.®® Those who witness the
great ceremonial with proper attention ought to win
from it dogmatic teaching, historical instruction, and
moral exhortation. The application to the conflicts of
the individual’s life is indeed left to the congregation
itself; but all that touches Christ and His predecessors
is, so the old ritnalists assert, clearly set forth in the
ceremony. The priest, they say, represents at the
same time the Old Testament “types” and the per-
sonality in whom the types achieved their realisation.
When, therefore, the celebrant, in full liturgical
array and followed by deacons and choir-boys, steps
forth from the sacristy towards the altar, he is Christ,
who from the womb, z.e. the sacristy, appears upon
earth, “like a bridegroom from his bridechamber.”*
He is also a leader of God’s people, clad in ritual
panoply, in order that he may carry the Ark of the
Covenant through the enemy’s country to the promised
land.”® When he stands before the altar with out-
stretched arms he represents not only the Crucified,” but
also Moses, who, with his outspread hands, brought
Israel victory over the Amalekites;” and similarly,
according to the ritualistic view, his gestures and
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movements should recall Joshua’s conquests and David’s
victories.®

During the introductory portion of the Mass-ritual,
which is supposed to represent the Saviour’s earlier
work, and which in addition to this alludes to the Qld
Testament prototypes, it is only in meagre and hasty
indications that the events commemorated are recalled.
As soon, however, as the ceremony has reached the
sacrificial moment, the priest’s movements, words, and
gestures follow the holy action very closely. The
celebrant’s peculiar, and to the uninitiated meaningless,
movements towards and away from the altar, his inclina-
tions of his body and head, his kneeling, and his out-
stretched hands—all these movements are in liturgical
literature connected with definite scenes in the history
of the Passion. He mixes water with the wine in the
chalice, because Christ, it is said, diluted the wine at the
Communion ; he washes his hands in memory of the
washing of the Apostles; and he swings the censer three
times over the substance of the sacrament, because
Mary Magdalene three times—at the houses of Simon the
Pharisee and Simon the leper, and at the grave—offered
sweet-smelling salves to anoint the Saviour’s body.
Afterwards, when the priest walks to the middle of the
altar, he illustrates the walking of Jesus from the place
of the Last Supper to Gethsemane. He prays in front of
the altar in a bowed and humble posture to commemo-
rate the prayer that Jesus, bowed and perplexed, prayed
on the Mount of Olives ; and he sets forth the waking of
the disciples when he ceases praying, turns towards the
congregation and utters the invocation ““ Orate Fratres.”

The great gesture at the culminating point of the
ceremony, when the priest lifts the Host and the chalice
above his head, serves, in the symbolic interpretation,
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to illustrate the raising of the Cross. And when at the
same moment the acolyte rings his little silver bell—or
as is the case in some Catholic monasteries, the bells in
the bell-tower toll *—this sound is not only a sign that
the great miracle of Transubstantiation has been accom-
plished, but it also forms a part of the dramatic com-
memoration. At the first ringing of the bells, 7.e. at
the elevation of the Host, we ought, according to the
directions of a pious author, to recall the blare of
the trumpets with which the Roman soldiers were wont
to drown the cries of the criminals and the murmurs
of the spectators at executions. When again, some
moments later, the chalice is raised during a renewed
ringing of bells, the sound this time represents, with its
weak notes, a still mightier noise than that of the
trumpets ; for the tinkling of the small silver tongues
corresponds, in the interpretation of some ritualists, to
the great earthquake that occurred at the final moment.
And the priest’s voice, heard after a long silence, should
recall the words : ““ Jesus said : It is finished, and bowed
His head and gave up the ghost.”*

It may seem as if these interpretations marked the
limit of what a theological imagination could reach.
Nevertheless, the search for subtle analogies was carried
still further in the explanation of the conclusion of the
ceremony. After the priest has recalled the Saviour’s
death, he proceeds, say the interpreters, to represent the
descent from the Cross and the burial. During this act,
if such an expression may be permitted, he is no longer
the only performer. The deacons who assist in carrying
away the holy vessels all play a definite part in the
liturgical “ drama.” Their situation by the altar cor-
responds to the positions occupied by the disciples and
the praying women, first before the Cross and later by
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the grave. The first server, who removes the chalice
and covers it with a cloth, represents Joseph of
Arimathea, who covered the dead God’s head with a
cloth when he took Him down from the Cross. The
acolyte who carries the paten, ¢.e. the plate for the
Host, represents Nicodemus. The three signs of the
Cross that are made over the chalice signify the three
days that the Saviour rested in the grave.* Thus when
the death and the burial have been commemorated, it
only remains to do homage in word and gesture to the
risen Saviour, and this the priest does in the prayer
‘“ Agnus Dei.”

Such in its main features is the dramatisation of the
Passion Story, as it is achieved by the movements of
the priest and his assistants. In the Catholic Mass-
ceremonial, however, as interpreted by the old ritualists,
the lifeless objects on the altar, the chalice, the paten,
and even the altar-cloth, possess almost as much import-
ance as the living persons. The holy cup, for example,
is not only the vessel in which the wine is transformed
into a eucharistic divinity, but it also corresponds to
the chamber in which the Divine Man was hidden when
dead. When the priest has dipped a portion of the
Host in the chalice after the consecration, it is said that
he has therewith buried Christ anew ;% and when later
the paten is placed over the mouth of the chalice, the
stone has therewith been rolled to the entrance of the
grave. The little piece of cloth, which coversthe chalice
when it is lifted from the altar, represents, as has been
said, the sheet in which the body was taken down from
the Cross. Again, the cloth which is spread upon the
altar, for the consecrated wafer or for a fragment of it
to rest upon, is (as is denoted by its name “ corporale ”
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or “sindone”) the winding sheet that covered the
Saviour in His grave ; * but it can also, and especially at
Christmas Masses, be regarded as the swaddling-cloth
in which the new-born Babe was wrapped.®

Finally, the altar is, by turns, the scene of one or
the other of the great events; it is a cradle, a place of
execution, and a grave.* Its different parts correspond
to parts of the circuit within which the holy story has
been unfolded. Thus, by withdrawing from the right
side of the altar, the priest can signify the Saviour’s
rejection of the ungrateful Judea, and by lingering at
the centre of the altar, can recall how Jesus sojourned
in the desert before He came to Galilee. Thus, also,
merely by moving the Bible from right to left, he can
illustrate the fact that the heathen—whose lands are
represented by the left edge of the altar — received
the Saviour from the Jews, who rejected the good
tidings and persecuted its messengers. By using the
same symbolism, he can, at the close of the ceremony,
move the sacred book once more to Palestine, z.e. to the
right side of the altar, in order to recall that the Jews
also will one day obtain forgiveness for their sin. The
little table-surface has thus been divided, by invisible
frontiers, into compartments over which the Church’s
accessories—books,” goblets, plates, and fragments of
bread—are moved to and fro, very much like the pieces
on a backgammon board. But the altar is better
characterised by another comparison. It is a little
stage on which a drama is played, not by actors or
puppets, but by symbolical objects; and the principal
personality is the highest Being Himself, who, called
down to the holy place by the priest’s theurgical words,
once more lives through His sufferings, His death and
His resurrection, in the disguise of the little wafer.
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It must not be forgotten, however, that it is only
according to the interpretation of certain mediaeval
authors that all the small details in the service of the altar
are important for the symbolical commemoration. So
far as the origin of the Church’s ritual is concerned, these
ingenious expositions prove nothing at all. We cannot
imagine that the Mass - ceremonial was worked out
to illustrate so detailed a programme as Amalarius,
Honorius, and Durandus set forth in their writings.
On the contrary the probability is that in many
cases the symbolical significance was introduced into
the altar-usages after the latter had received their
final form. It is an often-observed fact that old
cults, the history of whose development has sunk into
oblivion, give rise to mythical or legendary explana-
tions—i.e. that a ceremony is considered to be a
commemoration of some fictitious event which it is
supposed to represent dramatically. Even among
primitive peoples there exist many so-called *etiologi-
cal myths,” which evidently have had their origin in an
attempt to account for some old ritual acts, the
original purpose of which wa% no longer known. That
the Catholic authors in their commentaries on the
Mass should make use of the universally prevalent
method was all the more natural, as in their case there
was no need to discover any new legends. They had
only to search the holy story for some striking moments
which could be connected with the time-honoured actions
at the celebration of the Sacrament. Such a task
demanded indeed a rich imagination, and good will
besides; but both these qualities were found in
abundance among the old symbolists. Thus they
were able without difficulty to compile a running
historical narrative which connects itself step by step
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with all the movements and gestures of the officiating
priest.

How unnatural in many points are the symbolical
interpretations of the Mass will appear clearly from
the following chapters. We shall see, for instance, that
the little bell - signal, which follows the raising and
showing of the Eucharistic Divinity, was not originally
Introduced into the ritual in order to commemorate
the trumpet- blast at the Saviour’s death. In the
same way it will appear that the washing of the
priest’s hands is to be explained much more simply
than by referring to Pilate’s excuses before pronouncing
judgment. It is a truly whimsical and arbitrary fancy
that has been at work in the search for historical
correspondences to special moments in the ceremony.
Therefore the theologians have not been able to agree on
the interpretation of the holy celebration. While some,
following the view of the mediaeval ritualists, regard the
Mass as a symbolical representation of the whole work of
atonement, others hold that only the actual scenes of the
Passion are illustrated at the altar. Nor do the old
authors agree as to the events to which the dramatisation
refers. That the priest, for instance, washes his hands
before the consecration, is explained either as a com-
memoration of the washing of the Apostles at the first
Communion, or again as a representation of Pilate’s
washing of his hands.

The ingenious interpretations which were thought
out by certain mediaeval authors have not therefore
won unqualified adherents even among the Catholic
priesthood ; and, as has already been said, they are, at
any rate to-day, unknown to the greater part of the con-
gregation. Further, they have not to any notable degree
reacted on the Mass-ceremony itself. The movements
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and gestures of the priest and his assistants, in which
some were desirous of seeing a commemoration of his-
torical events, has, in spite of all commentators, continued
to retain its indefinite character. In such circum-
stances it will perhaps be asked why these purely
theological systems of thought have been touched upon
at all in an aesthetic inquiry.

It would indeed be venturesome to assert that the
symbolical interpretations of the Mass exercised any
vmmediate influence on aesthetic life ; but the reasoning
that prevails in mediaeval ritualistic literature is still of
undoubted interest for both the theory and the history
of art. However fantastic Amalarius and his successors
may be in their theories, we can nevertheless see, in their
attempt to explain the priest’s action as an accurately
rendered memorial of the holy story, a proof of the
aspiration of faithful Catholics to dramatise their beliefs.
This aspiration has in other ceremonies—for example, the
dedication of churches—led to clearer and more concrete
results than in the Mass-ritual itself® But none the
less it was a kind of ideal drama that was worked out
by the pious liturgists, and their ideas were not
completely devoid of correspondence with reality. A
religious play was concealed in the Mass even if it
did not appear there in such completeness as some
would have liked to think. Only some favourable
circumstances were needed for the same dramatic
tendency, which led to the theoretic explanation of
the Mass, to find a practical expression in a visible
manifestation intelligible to everybody.

If, indeed, it was not considered expedient, or even
dogmatically correct, to let the theatrical element be
prominent in the daily altar-service, yet there were
special occasions which offered an easy opportunity of
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bringing out the latent dramatic possibilities of the
Mass. The great feast-days had indeed been set apart
in the Church’s calendar simply to serve as memorials
of definite events in the holy story. When Mass was
celebrated at such a festival, the commemorative purpose
naturally played a weightier part than at the ordinary
altar ceremonies. The merely allusive action connected
with the celebration must have appeared unsatisfactory.
The symbolic commemoration was therefore completed in
amore and more realistic direction. New parts, specially
referring to the day’s festival, were introduced into the
liturgical text, and the text was divided among several
persons, who carried on a dialogue or an antiphone.
Sometimes the performerswere distinguished bya discreet
costuming which made it possible to differentiate the
pious women, for example, from the angel at the grave.
At Easter ceremonies there was often set up on or by one
of the altars a temporary little building—the so-called
“sepulerum “—in which was hidden a cross or a conse-
crated wafer, .e. the symbol of the Saviour or the eucha-
ristic God Himself. Before this grave the antiphone
took place between the angels and the Marys who seek
the risen Saviour. But it was probably only at a later
period of development that recourse was had to such a
staging. Originally the holy grave appears to have been
represented by the crypt, the ‘confessio,” or the altar,
t.e. by the same place that was the stage for the daily
religious mysteries.®® All the associations of ideas con-
nected with the Mass-table and its apparatus were very
welcome when the memory of the Resurrection was to
be celebrated by a visible representation. Thus arose
the famous Easter ceremonies which were performed in
the French monasteries during the tenth and eleventh
centuries.
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From the evolutionary standpoint these liturgical
plays mark an important intermediary stage between a
ritual ceremony and a drama. Although they do not
let us see the final result of the development, they show
us the direction in which the development is taking
place. We understand that the step from the church
celebration to a theatrical representation would be made
in its entirety as soon as the memorial ceremonies were
performed before a larger public. Among laymen, a
complete grasp of the import of the liturgical symbols
could not be counted wupon, nor could the great
mass of men be expected to be satisfied with mere
decorative indications. It proved necessary to empha-
sise the action and to strengthen its effect by exterior
means. When the religious memorial festivals were
removed from the church to the market-place and the
street, the simple dialogue before the altar was replaced
by a great “ mysterium ” with decorations and costumes,
and with a lively dramatic action of both choir and
soloists.®

In the present work, however, there can be no
question of describing the development which the
religious theatre underwent after it had broken its
connection with the rites of the Church. It belongs to
a different task to give an account of the mysteries and
miracle-plays which—always pious in their pretext, but
often very worldly in their character—were performed
at the Chureh’s festivals. It would likewise lead us too
far from our subject if we treated of all the other ritual
usages which, side by side with the altar ceremonies, lay
at the root of the rise of the mediaeval theatre. For
our present purpose it will be enough if we can show
clearly that the Mass-ritual itself contains an expression
of the same mental aspirations which are at work in
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dramatic art. It remains, therefore, to go back to the
altar-cult itself to inquire whether the attitude of priest
and congregation to the holy ceremony can in any
degree be put on a level with the mental attitude of
the actors who perform, and the public which witnesses,
a drama.

There can be only one opinion as to the impossi-
bility of comparing the Mass-celebration to an ordinary
theatrical performance. The ritual regulations do not
sanction any dramatically expressive representation ; but
none the less pious priests may be said to play a part in
their imagination when, with Honorius’s or Durandus’s
explanations in mind, they perform the sacred acts at
the altar. The state of mind in which they carry
out their programme of pre-arranged movements and
gestures must to some extent be allied to those aspira-
tions which lie at the basis of dramatic art. In either
case we have to do with an imaginative attempt to pro-
ject oneself into a course of strange and remote events.
In an actual drama this attempt is facilitated by the
sensuous vision, s.e. by the impressions of scenery and
costumes and exterior apparatus generally, which assist
the imagination in its work. In the ritual ceremonial,
on the other hand, the imagination builds upon a slight
foundation of certain small predetermined signals, the
importance of which is known only to the initiated.
Still, even the priests see before them a suggestive
decoration when they stand before this altar, which is
surrounded with pictures of the great Passion Story.
Religious music and liturgical texts lend their aid to
the imagination, and the power of faith in creating
illusion is greater than any aesthetic aspiration. Thus
many examples may be quoted of priests who were
so absorbed by the great mystery that they could not
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retain their self-possession when celebrating Mass. We
hear of holy men who actually tried to resign their
service at the altar because they felt too weak to live
through the mighty drama.®

A similar state of mind must be supposed to exist
among the pious members of a congregation witnessing
the altar ceremonies. It is indeed, as has been said,
difficult to imagine that ignorant persons in the Middle
Ages should have been able to grasp the whole of the
long and involved story, which, in the view of the
ritualists, was symbolically presented at Mass. The
“ anagogical ” and “tropological ” references must have
remained incomprehensible to the majority of lay-
men, nor could they follow the progress of all
the Old and New Testament narratives that were
reflected one within another in the ceremony. But
this by no means implies that the Mass even for them
must have been a meaningless play. The religious
literature of Catholicism, on the contrary, testifies quite
indubitably that even those who were uninitiated into
the profundities of ritual could receive at the altar-
ceremony the impression of a mystical drama. Although
the Latin text could not tell the congregation what took
place at the altar, the purport of the celebration was
none the less divined. The essential events in the
sacred story stood out with the clearness of life, to the
imagination if not to the eye. For, however difficult
it may have been to grasp the meaning of the profound
symbols, there was nevertheless one thing in the Mass
that was not a symbol, but a reality. The Supreme
Being Himself was, so the faithful believed, present at the
altar, hidden behind the bread, whose substance was
transformed into divine substance although its outer
form remained unaltered. No special effort of thought
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is needed to understand how much this belief was
calculated to influence religious imagination among both
learned and unlearned.

In a little material object, the white wafer, pious
people saw, with the eyes of faith, the greatest and
loftiest thing that their minds could grasp. He, *for
whom the whole world was too narrow,” showed Him-
self to them in a limited and tangible shape. The
fact that the sensuous vision could thus embrace a small
impression, sustaining the richest and widest association
of ideas and serving as a meeting-point for the deepest
feelings, could not fail to influence powerfully both in-
tellectual and emotional life. While the sight rested on
the material object, imagination occupied itself with the
Being concealed behind. The eye saw a wafer carried
in a monstrance, or lying on a paten, or hidden in a
shrine ; but the thought gazed upon the Supreme Being,
on His throne in the monstrance, in His cradle on the
paten, in His grave in the shrine. And the thought
was not satisfied with resting on the sight of the
Divinity ; with or without the help of theological ex-
planations, it followed the course of the divine life
through all the events the memory of which the Church
was celebrating. Through the unconscious play of
imagination, the great drama was worked out over and
over again in all the generations of believers who
witnessed or performed the Mass - ceremony. Some
pious outpourings in the Lwwes of the Sawnts and some
religious poems constitute the only immediate gain
derived by art from this imaginative life ; but the history
of aesthetic evolution has to deal not only with perfected
objective products, but also with all the unsung poems
and all the unconsciously artistic creations and experi-
ences evoked among believers by the religious cult.



CHAPTER VI

THE HOLY OF HOLIES

Nur ein Gebot gilt dir: Sei rein.
NIETZSCHE, Sternenmoral.

As one realises the predominating position held by
the Sacrament of the Altar, one easily understands that
the importance of the Mass as regards church art may
be overestimated. It is not surprising, therefore, to find
that some investigators have tried to derive from this
sacrament the very origin of religious art-forms.

In the case of church architecture such an attempt
has been made by F. Witting. In his book, Die
Anfinge der christlichen Awrchitektur, this author
entirely rejects all the different hypotheses as to older
models for the Christian basilica. In his view it is solely
the needs of the cult, and especially the needs of the
communion, that have created the type of the Church’s
buildings. The relation of the nave to the apse, he
says, has been determined by the attempt to make the
celebration of the Sacrament visible to the congregation,
and the successive alterations in the plan of the church
have all been occasioned by corresponding alterations
in the Mass-ritual. In support of this theory of an
“innere Genesis der Basilica,” Witting has advanced
many pertinent, if rather over-subtle observations as to

the development of the eucharistic ceremonies ;' but he
89
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has not succeeded in proving that the ritual has by itself
given rise to the architectural forms. The question of the
development of the basilica, indeed, cannot be regarded
as having been definitely answered by research; but it
appears indisputable that the explanation of the design
of churches must be looked for, not so much in any
“inner” causes peculiar to Christendom, but rather in
the influence of concrete architectural types which had
served as models for the Christian house of assembly.
It has already been shown that the great Sacrament did
not succeed in communicating any new or peculiar form
even to the Mass-table at which the ceremony was
performed, but that, on the contrary, the altar itself
derived its outer shape from older constructions which
originally had no connection with the communion ritual.
It must be recognised, therefore, that too great import-
ance has been assigned by Witting’s theory to the influence
exercised by the cult on the forms of architecture.

This example from the history of architecture is cited
here only in order to justify an indispensable distinction.
The same judgment that holds in the case of Witting’s
theory can, in our opinion, be applied & priore to all hypo-
theses which derive the outer forms of art exclusively from
the exigencies of religious dogma and ritual. In saying
so, however, we do not in any way deny the cult’s import-
ance in the matter of aesthetic production. Even if we
are compelled to be on our guard against over-imaginative
explanations of the origin of the art-forms themselves,
we run little danger of overestimating the influence of
the Sacrament on the aesthetic life that expresses itself
in these forms. In its import and its purpose, even if
not in its outer shape, artistic production must have been
influenced by the cult whose ends it served. The
correctness of this argument will be confirmed when we
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give an account, in the present chapter, of the embellish-
ment of the altar implements.

The artistic manifestations attaching to the Mass-
ritual all have their counterpart in a specific mental
and emotional condition, which can be immediately
derived from the doctrine of the Transubstantiation
miracle. The idea that the Supreme Being takes
His place at the Mass-table—that, to use S. Birgitta’s
expression, ‘it is God Himself who daily is sacrificed and
handled at the altar under the image of the bread”’*—lies
at the root of a peculiar way of looking at things, a
religious aesthetic attitude, so to speak, which is present
both in the production and in the appreciation of ritual
art. The determining factor in this, as generally in all
religious states of mind, is an element of worship; but
the worship does not express itself primarily, as is the
case in the relic-cult, in a desire to approach as near
as possible to the holy object in order to be benefited
by its healing contact. The relation of pious men to
the Mass-miracle is characterised rather by a venera-
tion, such as is experienced before the Holy of holies,
whose presence is terrible in its sublimity. The great
mystery is dreaded, since it is too immense for earthly
senses to be able to bear a full understanding of its
whole import;® and it is feared that man himself,
through some carelessness, may waste or defile a part of
the sacrosanct Being, who is touched and handled by
unworthy hands. This fear gives rise to a studied,
reverent, and anxious caution in the movements and
gestures of the celebrant and his assistants, and it
impresses the whole of their bearing with a subdued and
devout discretion, which seems to have passed into the
external nature of those who have long moved in the
vicinity of the altar.
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The same pious veneration is recognisable in the
manufacture of the objects used in the Mass-ritual. The
more definitely the doctrine of God’s presence in the
Sacrament was formulated, the more holy did the earthly
implements in the Sacrament become in the eyes of the
believers. These implements ought, so it was thought,
to bear witness to their lofty purpose even in their
external appearance—in their materials and decoration.
If the early Christian Church was in some degree in-
different to the embellishment of ritual accessories,
yet it was soon found necessary to formulate definite
regulations for the manufacture of altar-vessels. Thus,
as early as the eighth century, priests were forbidden to
use chalices made of horn. At a council at Rheims in
the year 813 permission was given, as an exceptional
concession to poor communities, to use a communion
service made of tin; but where it was in any way
possible the vessels had to be made of silver or
gold.* The Holy of holies ought not, so it was
argued, to be exposed to contact with other than
pure and holy substances, and naturally this pious
solicitude was not limited to the material of litur-
gical objects. Upon the formation and decoration of
altar implements goldsmiths were expected to bestow
the best of their skill. The manufacture of chalices and
patens was the highest task offered to art industry.
These holy vessels therefore represent, better than any
worldly utensils, the ideals which, during different
times, left their impressions on the aesthetic production.
The heavy dignity of the Romanesque period, the aerial
construction of the Gothic, the beauty of form of the
Renaissance, the magnificence of the Baroque, and the
grace of the Rococo style, are faithfully reflected in the
chalices. Even in those cases where we cannot give
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unqualified admiration to the forms, ornamentation, or
the symbolical reliefs which are introduced—to illus-
trate the doctrine of the sacramental mystery—on the
surfaces of the cup, or on the knob of the chalice’s
handle, we are compelled to appreciate the aspiration in
the craftsman’s work. We see that he has tried to
express that mood of exultation and reverence common
to religion and art, and that he has striven to the
best of his power to make the chalice for the holy
meal more dignified, more costly, and more beautiful
than any worldly utensil.®

It is not enough, however, that the Holy of holies
should be guarded in pure and beautiful receptacles. It
is also necessary that the bread and wine, while they rest
on the altar, should not be exposed to any kind of defiling
proximity. The precautions observed with this end in
view, and the care taken to preserve the cleanness of
the Mass-table, certainly have no immediate connection
with the history of art; but they none the less deserve
consideration in an evolutionary aesthetic. It has often
been asserted by historians of culture that the ideas of
holiness—such as are met with, for instance, in the taboo
regulations among savage peoples and in the old Jewish
temple-laws—fostered a ritual severity which had its
effect in the spheres of both hygiene and morality. In
the same way, one would imagine, the aesthetic ideals of
outer order and cleanliness, which were embodied in the
Mass-celebration, must, through the sacrament, have
become living models for church-goers. The rules for
the proper carrying-out of the sacrifice and the holy
meal have their importance, therefore, if not for the
development of art, at any rate for the history of that
idea of beauty which is in its origin so closely con-
nected with the ideas of order and cleanliness.
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In the foregoing chapters mention has been made
of some of the precautions taken to isolate the Sacra-
ment. The Mass-table’s situation upon an elevated
and enclosed place precludes the possibility of the holy
object’s being exposed to defiling contact. A similar
purpose is served by the lofty “ ciborium ” roof, which
prevents the dust from falling upon the altar. Indeed,
the origin of this superstructure is not, as has already
been pointed out, to be found in any solicitude for the
altar-table as such. But even if the “ ciborium ” made
its entrance into the Church as a part of the old
sepulchral architecture, yet it must soon have been
valued as a protection for the Sacrament; and later,
perbaps on the model of the ‘ciborium,” simpler
buildings began to be erected for this special purpose.
At the Synod in Munster in 1279 it was enacted that
altars should be provided with baldachins, which caught
all the dirt that might fall from the roof.® The modern
Church, indeed, has not upheld these strict requirements.
Nevertheless it appears from the existing rules for the
furnishing of house chapels that there is still a fear of
the pollution which threatens the holy place from above.
In resolutions of the Ritual-Congregation for the years
1834 and 1836, it is enacted that if a man wishes to set
up a Mass-table in a private house, he must not place it
under a living-room or a bedroom. And the altar must
in every case be covered by a ¢ ciborium,” 7.e. it must
possess a roof of its own under that of the profane room.
Exceptions to this rule are permitted only in cases
where the walls of the chapel extend beyond the outer
walls of the building.”

In the care of the altar itself the same desire
to shield the Sacrament from profanation is evident.
The foremost duty of the church server is to see that
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the most scrupulous cleanliness reigns on the holy table.
Negligence in this respect must have occurred at all
periods, since the rules for sacristans inculcate the
demands for ritual cleanliness with such zeal;® but
the truly pious understood quite well, without reminders,
what was demanded in the matter of outer dignity for
the place where God revealed Himself. When S. Guido
(T 1012) was sacristan at Laeken, he “ zealously took
care that the altar was clean and the roof free from
soot, and the floor well swept and the holy vessels re-
splendent.”® 8. Francis, who did not disdain to go
round with a broom under his arm, that he might be
able to sweep churches where tidying-up had been
neglected,” represented to his subordinates in repeated
writings the duty of keeping the altar-cloths and altar-
vessels spotlessly clean. In this, as in so many of his
aspirations, he was effectually supported by his sister
in the faith, S. Clara of Assisi, for the Church linen
was a detail that women were allowed to attend to.
On the ground of their sex they were, indeed, forbidden
to approach the altar, or to touch the chalice, the paten,
and the ““corporale” ;** but they had the right to make
ornaments for the priest’s apparel and napkins for the
holy table.”® Large numbers of such “ altarparaments ”
were worked by Clara during her sickness, and were
distributed by her among the small churches of the
villages in Umbria.**

The piety which saw to it that the holy place was
cleaner than any other place, also strove to decorate it
as finely as possible. In this the ardour of the faithful
went even further than the Church authorities considered
suitable. The decoration of the altar ought in fact, as
opposed to the magnificence of the relic shrine, to be
marked by severe and dignified simplicity;** therefore
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frequent attempts were made to establish by ecclesi-
astical ordinances what things might be set up on
the Mass-table. During the Middle Ages, as already
mentioned, only relic shrines, Bibles, crucifixes, and
candlesticks could be placed near the Sacrament. Later
the Church was compelled to abandon its opposition
to this devout zeal for ornamentation. Thus from the
fifteenth century a custom has flourished unchecked,
especially in nunneries and small country churches,
of laying bouquets, flower-pots, and even artificial
wreaths upon the altar; but the ritualistic authors have
not ceased to lament this superfluous and undignified
embellishment.'®

These attempts to limit the number of altar
objects were due, perhaps, primarily to the fear that
the dominant importance of the Sacrament might be lost
to view owing to a too conspicuous decoration ;' but
at the same time there was probably a desire to make
certain that the Eucharist should not be exposed to
profanation. This purpose is at any rate obvious in the
demands for the greatest possible cleanliness which were
formulated with regard to the table paraphernalia
permitted. The “corporale,” .e. the cloth on which the
Host rested, might not be made of coloured materials,
and the materials might not be woven of silk or wool,
as these substances, being derived from animals, were
too impure for so holy a use. Flax, on the contrary,
was a pure growth, and a flaxen cloth was a worthy
object for the purest of all things to stand on.”® Gold
and silver again, and the precious stones which decked
the reliquaries, were to mediaeval ideas not only costly
materials, which made the shrine a worthy cover for
its sacred contents ; they were also regarded as being
purer than any other substances. This symbolical idea
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certainly contributed to the decoration with precious
stones, not only of the saint-shrine but also of the
prayer-books that lay upon the altar. Just as by
wearing a crystal or a diamond one was guarded against
the influence of the evil eye and protected from infection,
so it was thought perhaps that by means of these clear,
shining, and glittering objects a purification might be
procured of the place where the Divinity concealed Him-
self behind the “ accidents ” of earthy materials.?

The great altar candles which, since the twelfth
century, have regularly been set up on either side of
the crucifix,” offer a still clearer example of the desire for
the greatest possible cleanliness in church utensils.
According to the old ordinances, these candles should be
moulded out of wax. Only with hesitation and reluct-
ance did the Catholic Church acquiesce in the use of
tallow or stearin candles, or, in our days, of gas and
electric light, at the great celebration. The resist-
ance to new inventions has not been due merely to a
clerical conservatism. From the point of view of
symbolism, wax candles are considered specially suited
for use at the Sacrament. They are, say some recent
Catholic authors, manufactured from a pure material,
not of man’s making, and the creatures who provide
this material, the sexless bees, have through their
virginity given the wax a kind of virginal character.”
Thus the altar candles, like all the other altar implements,
appear not only to the eye, but also to the mind, as
something spotless and pure.

If the Holy is threatened with profanation through
all ritual objects which are not made of fine and pure
materials, a much greater danger must exist that the
Sacrament may be defiled by the priests who handle
that ‘which neither the angels nor the prophets may
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touch.” *® The possibility that a celebrant might perform
his duty with an unworthy mind and unclean thoughts
was one that often disturbed pious writers.”* Comfort
could be found, however, in the dogma which asserts
that the effectiveness of the Mass is independent of
the state of mind of the consecrating priest;* and it
was recognised, on the other hand, that no decrees could
prevent such a degradation of the great mystery.
External cleanliness, on the contrary, could easily be
guaranteed by means of liturgical instructions. Strict
personal neatness was prescribed for the priests, there-
fore, and they were required to perform a careful toilet
prior to the holy ceremony. Again, the implements
used at this purification were, like all the other parts
of the ritual paraphernalia, the objects of rich and
beautiful embellishment.

The most peculiar of the Church’s toilet requisites
are the so-called liturgical combs. These expensive
“bibelots,” as met with in all the larger art-museums, are
In most cases cut out of ivory. In size they are con-
siderably larger than their purely practical purpose
would require, and their handles are adorned with
elaborate and often highly-finished pictures from the
sacred history. The stately form and the rich embellish-
ment appear quite uncalled for in instruments which
clearly could not have been worn in the hair as orna-
ments, and modern Roman Church usage gives no
kind of direction serving to explain the purposes for
which these gorgeous things have been manufactured.
But one can understand that even so trivial an article
as a comb might be considered a worthy subject for
religious art, when one reads in the old theological
literature that before the celebration the officiating
priest was combed by the temple servers “in order that



VI THE HOLY OF HOLIES 99

nothing unclean might fall from his person over the
holy things.” From the seventh to the twelfth century
mass-combs appear to have been in general use through-
out the Catholic Church. It even seems as if in a
number of cases the comb belonged to the inventory for
each separate altar. And since at the consecration of
bishops their anointed and tangled hair was combed
out, this toilet article became a mark of distinetion
for magnates of the Church. As such, the comb was
placed in their graves, and was often worshipped by
the pious as a relic.”®

By an opposite development the so-called “ flabella ”
and “ maniples” have passed from marks of rank to ritual
objects. Fans were a sign of distinction among oriental
potentates, and were waved by slaves to keep the air cool
around the thrones. The fact, however, that a church
server raised and lowered a flabellum at the side of the
officiating priest at the Mass—as was often the case
during the Middle Ages—was not due to any imitation
of old court ceremonies. It is more probable that the
Christian implement took the place of the fansused at
heathen altars to procure a draft for the sacrificial fire.
But if the mass-fans had thus been borrowed from the
heathen cult, the Christian ritualists at any rate under-
stood how to account for their use by a purely Catholic
thought. It is necessary to fan the sides of the altar,”
say the mediaeval authors, “ that the flies may not be
able to approach the holy things.””

The maniples, again, or the “sudaria,” were small
pieces of cloth, embroidered with gold, worn by the
mediaeval priests over their wrists at Mass. Originally,
in the opinion of most writers, these objects also were
not clerical but heathen insignia. The Roman emperors
had a custom of distributing to specially deserving
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officials a kind of napkin, ““ mappulae,” with which the
latter gave the signal at the theatre for the commence-
ment of the games. Later, the “ mappulae” were worn
on public occasions as a mark of distinction, and during
the Christian period the bishops were honoured by the
same gifts as the worldly dignitaries. But when they
appeared at the altar wearing a maniple, the old mark
of rank had acquired a new significance. It now, like
the combs and fans, served the purpose of ritual purity.
The priest must use it, thus write the liturgical authors,
to wipe his face, so that no drops of perspiration can
fall upon the bread and wine.”

In early Christian and mediaeval ritual, not only
towels were used but also hand veirls. These small
cloths were to cover the priest's fingers while he
celebrated, to prevent his touching the holy objects with
his naked hand.® But the veils had a further meaning.
By covering the hands, as in other cases by covering
the face, fear and reverence for the divine majesty were
expressed. Thus in Christian art many pictures are to
be met with of pious men offering or receiving gifts
with covered hands. Abel has his hands concealed
when he brings his lamb to the sacrifice;* so have
the martyrs when they stretch forth their crowns to the
Saviour;* and so has Simeon when, in the Temple, he
lifts the holy child in his arms.® On the sarcophagi at
Ravenna Paul receives the rolls of the law with veiled
hands,® and on the arcosol vault in Santa Ciriaca the
Israelites collect the rain of manna in the same rever-
ential way.* This gesture is expressed more completely
than anywhere else, however, in the famous Communion
picture in the Codex Rossanensis, where a disciple with
humble bearing and veiled hands approaches the Saviour
to receive the bread from His hand.®
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Whether the hands of the celebrant and communicant
were covered or not, they must in any case, according
to the Church’s conception, before everything be clean.
The ritual washing, which played so important a part
in the heathen mysteries and the Jewish temple usages,
attached itself quite naturally to the Mass-Sacrament.*
The members of the congregation, before entering the
church, rinsed their hands in the great cistern in the
vestibule, and the requirement that people should
come to the holy meal with clean fingers was so strict
that even the most rigorous and most squalid of the
ascetics were compelled to submit to it. Thus Palladius
relates how in the Egyptian desert he met a pious
woman who was versed in the whole of Christian
theological literature, and who gave her opinion with
authority upon all dogmatic questions. This learned
lady could proudly assert that throughout her life she
had never once allowed her face, her feet, or any other
part of her body to be touched by water. But even she,
it appeared, had washed the tips of her fingers on all the
days when she had partaken of the holy meal.”

From the priests themselves, who break the holy
bread and handle the vessels which at the earliest times
might not be touched even by sub-deacons,® there is
naturally demanded an even stricter cleanliness than
from the communicants and sacristans. The extreme
consequence of the ritualistic point of view would
probably be that the celebrant should submit to a
thorough manicure. So far, however, things did not go;
but anxiety for the care of the hands is expressed, to
name a single instance only, in the regulations issued
concerning the use of tobacco by priests. The clerical
faculty’s addiction to nicotine has indeed caused many
heart-searchings among ecclesiastical authorities. Snuff
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soils the fingers and the dress, and has often led to
the terrible impropriety of priests, out of carelessness,
placing their snuff-boxes on the altar. Cigarettes, again,
have this demerit, that the smoke indelibly blackens
those fingers—the thumb and fore-finger of the right
hand—which handle the Host at the altar. If the priests
cannot remounce smoking, they ought, according to
Barbier de Montault, to make use of mouthpieces which
save the hands from becoming soiled.*

Durmg the Middle Ages there was no cause for
uneasiness about the marks that tobacco might leave on
the priest’s fingers; and, on the whole, the precautions
of cleanliness taken did not extend so far as those of the
modern author who has just been cited. In any case,
however, it was clearly shown how anxious the celebrant
was to avoid profaning the sacred Being by any defiling
contact. The priest must wash his hands* immediately
before the ceremony, and he washed them again before
the consecration. It is thus in cleanliness that we find
the origin of that moment in the Mass, which has been
explained by mediaeval authors as a commemoration of
the washing of Pilate’s hands. For this ablution there
was naturally need of a special apparatus. Some cans,
so-called aquamanilia, which were usually wrought in
fantastic forms of lions, dragons, or griffins, belonged to
the altar fittings from the beginning of the fifth century,*
and the toilet was soon completed by a basin.

In many cases the little washing basin is to be
found close by the altar, but in others, perhaps from
want of space, it has been set up in the sacristy. Inthe
older churches it is usually possible to observe that the
washstand, or, tc use the ecclesiastical expression, the
prscina, has been fitted into the wall after the erection
of the church; but during the Gothic period it seems
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that a definite place in the wall was reserved for the
washstand in the plans themselves. It is further worth
noting that we often find in these washstands two
basins beside or opposite one another. Such an
arrangement is not due, as an outsider might easily
imagine, to any striving after symmetry, but once more
affords an expression of the believer’s solicitous regard
for the sanctity of the Sacrament. The one basin was
necessary, he told himself, that the priest might,
before he proceeded to his great office, be able to wash
his hands, which were to touch the holy Being—* Non
licet impura tangere sancta manu ”—Dbut the other basin
was no less necessary for the ablutions that took place
after the Mass had been celebrated.

To understand why this later ablution was indis-
pensable, we must give an acccunt of a side of the
Church’s care for the Eucharist that has hitherto been
ignored. However carefully the priests handle the Sacra-
ment during the celebration itself, yet there always
remained a possibility that portions of the Holy of
holies might afterwards be spilt or defiled. It was in
order to provide against such an eventuality that severe
penalties were enacted against communicants who from
carelessness let the Host fall to the ground, or expec-
torated it, or spilt any drops of the wine.” In some
places this fear of spilling the Sacrament led to the
communicants being made to suck up the wine through
small pipes, in order that no drops of the precious
substance should adhere to men’s moustaches.* Thus
if the Catholic Church had retained the distribution
of the Sacrament in both its forms, it would perhaps
have unconsciously provided against all the hygienic
risks involved by the use of the common chalice.
As is known, however, the Roman ritual was not
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content with prescribing tubes, but entirely deprived
the laity of the wine; and it is thought by many
authors that even this refusal of the chalice, so
momentous for the Church’s history, had its origin in
an extreme care for the “sacra species.”* There was
no security, it was said, that the communicants would
receive the divine blood with sufficient earnestness.
That such an anxiety troubled the minds of the
plous appears by analogy from the rules for the
reception of the bread and wine implanted in the
minds of priests.*® ¢ After the celebrant has taken in
the sacrifice,” says Durandus, ““he must not allow him-
self to cough or spit. Neither must he eat the Host as
men do other food, but he should hold it in his mouth
with discretion, modesty, and caution, using his front
teeth and moistening it with his tongue, so that no
crumb can fix itself in the cavities of his teeth.”

On similar grounds it was naturally feared that
fragments of the wafer might stick to the priest’s
fingers after consecration. The old books of ritual
prescribed, therefore, that the celebrant, after breaking
the Host, should keep his thumb and forefinger closed, so
that no ecrumbs could fall from his hand, and that later
he should rub these fingers together over the chalice, so
that the small particles might drop into the holy vessel.*”
Such a precaution was necessary, but there could be
no certainty that it was perfectly effective. There
always remained a possibility that the priest might
carry parts of the Supreme Being away with him from
the altar. The care for the Sacrament could not there-
fore cease with the close of the ceremony. In general,
indeed, conscientiousness did not attain to the degree
displayed by the pious Herman Joseph, who reverently
preserved the clippings of his own nails and the beard
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shaved from his face because during Mass these had
touched the incarnate God.* But at any rate it was
seen to that the fragments of bread and the drops of
wine, which, in spite of all precautions, might remain on
the hands of the celebrant, should not be exposed to pro-
fanation. Consequently, to return to our subject, it was
necessary to undertake ablutions after the ceremony ;
and further, as we can now understand, it was impos-
sible to perform these ablutions at the same basin that
had been used before the Mass. It could not be allowed
that even the minutest part of the Eucharist should
alight in a vessel which had been used for a previous
purification. Each washstand, therefore, had its definite
purpose to fulfil: in the one impurity was removed, in
the other that was washed off which was purer than all
earthly substances. It was, of course, only over the
latter basin that the chalices and patens were rinsed
after Mass.®

It may, however, be asked how the faithful could
show their reverence for those parts of the bread and
wine that chanced to remain in the basin together with
the water. A basin that received and held so sacred a
content naturally could not be emptied in the same way
as other basins. This problem of how to get rid of the
washing water in a worthy fashion must, indeed, have
been one of the most difficult problems mediaeval
ritualists had to solve; but here, too, they managed
without failing in the respect due to the Holy of
holies. Thus, during the later Middle Ages, pipes
were laid from the washstand, carrying the water either
directly to the earth or by means of a spout into the
churchyard outside. In either case, there was an
assurance that not a drop of wine nor a crumb of bread
arrived anywhere save on consecrated ground; and
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religious imagination, which loved, in thought, to follow
the holy substances as far as possible, could even find a
deep and significant meaning in the fact that the pipe
debouched into a graveyard. * This sacred water,” says
a modern Catholic writer, ““ that perhaps carried with it
crumbs of the Host or drops of the consecrated wine—
for it had washed the priest’s hands after Mass, and
cleansed the chalice which had received the divine
blood and the cloths on which the Host had rested—
this water trickled out over the bones of the dead to
give life to them, in the same way that the Saviour’s
blood, falling from the Cross at Golgotha, according to
the legend, gave life to Adam’s bones buried beneath.” *

The modern Church does not think it necessary to
provide special basins for washing after Mass, but it
does not by any means allow the holy remains to be
thrown out upon unconsecrated ground. It gets rid of
them in a manner that is certainly reverential if not
altogether agreeable to our feelings. After the priest
has performed the ceremony, he cleanses the chalice
with wine and washes his fingers over it with a mixture
of wine and water. Afterwards, he does not pour out
this rinsing water, but—we are sorry to say it—he
drinks it up, out of sheer respect for the holy substance,
which must not be wasted.®

It cannot be concealed that the majority of the facts
brought forward in this chapter are extremely ordinary
and uninteresting. Considered by themselves alone,
they cannot be referred to the sphere of religious art,
but they may, none the less, be of use in interpreting
and estimating that art. They teach us to understand
something of the piety and reverence expressed in the
religious poems, paintings, and decorations of the Middle
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Ages. They render it intelligible why even the
apparently most insignificant ritual implements were
manufactured with an exact care, and embellished
with a loving zeal, which in many cases transformed
pieces of furniture into works of art. It is said that in
some old French churches even the liturgical lavabos
were ““incensed,” 7.e. the censers were swung over the
washstands to purify them and to render them homage.”
How far this custom has been generally prevalent need
not be discussed here. It is at any rate certain that
the decorative embellishment—the incense of religious
art, as the Church symbolists would say—has been
disseminated most lavishly over articles of furniture
which to a layman are banal and commonplace. In
French churches of the thirteenth and fourteenth
centuries numerous examples are met with of wash-
stands of varying forms, and of a perpetually changing
rich and graceful ornamentation. It is, says Viollet
le Duc, extremely seldom that one washstand takes
its architecture or decoration from another. By
studying these church accessories, he continues, an idea
may be gained of the limitless power of invention
among the Gothic architects; and merely by the aid
of pictures of liturgical washstands one could com-
pile an entire illustrated work, giving examples of
an infinity of different ways of treating one and the
same subject.®®

Beginning with the Renaissance, there was a general
diminution, among both priests and artists, of that
respect and reverence with which men of the Middle
Ages had approached the holy objects. At the same
time the symbolical point of view decreased in
importance. After the priests had begun to drink up
the rinsing water, there was no longer any need of such
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ingenious and peculiar contrivances as the Gothic wash-
stands ; but the thing itself, the liturgical washstand,
is still met with in the Renaissance churches, and in
Italian art the washing-table has received a form and
embellishment that make it a fit subject for attention
in the history of culture. It is especially the Tuscan
majolica technique that was used for this half-practical,
half-religious purpose. Thus the little church of San
Niccolo da Tolentino at Prato possesses a gracefully
composed lavabo, executed by an unknown artist of
the school of della Robbia. The sacristy of Santa
Maria Novella of Florence has been adorned by Giovanni
della Robbia with a still more notable washstand: a
little monument in marble and majolica, which repre-
sents the highest expression that could ever be desired
for so prosaic an idea.*

By an ingenious use of the narrow space the
sculptor has here succeeded in fitting his washstand into
a niche, which is surrounded and covered by tiles, and
which is separated from the partially panelled and
frescoed walls by two pilasters and a rounded gable,
these also being constructed of glazed bricks. The
little edifice is just large enough for two monks to
cleanse the holy implements over the sink at the same
time. The practical requirements have been completely
satisfied in the size and proportion of the washstand,
not to mention in its material, which so effectually
protects floor and walls from being affected by damp.
But Giovanni della Robbia further understood that,
besides its practical purpose, his washstand was to serve
a religious end; therefore the pilasters and arch are
surrounded by rich garlands of shining majolica, like
a tabernacle hung with wreaths. Small angel-putti
support the heavy ends of the pendent festoons, and in
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the round archway over the cistern the Madonna and
Child are enthroned. Every little surface is adorned
with pictures or ornaments, and the decoration is car-
ried out with the plous care exercised in the manu-
facture of a sacrificial present. Thus the liturgical
washstand becomes an ideal type of its kind, worthy
of being placed beside the other church objects, all of
which, owing to the influence of their religious pur-
pose, have received a nobler form and a richer
embellishment than any profane furniture and im-
plements.

The examination of the sacred utensils at the altar-
table ought, unless this inquiry has entirely failed in
its aim, to give a certain insight into the state of mind
in which pious people approached the Sacrament, i.e.
the piece of bread and the drops of wine in which they
think they see the Supreme Good. The idea that the
Divinity allows Himself to be appropriated and absorbed
through eating and drinking has given rise to a pious
etiquette—the word is used here in its highest and
most serious meaning—which has changed the earthly
meal into a ritunal action and transformed the table into
a sacred and revered place. Purity, in its physical sense,
has been developed into a “religious kathartic,” which
in its refinement even anticipates some of the prophy-
lactic precautions of modern hygiene. For the Catholic
this outer purity is only a symbol of the spiritual
state of mind. We can be sure that the devout com-
municants in the Codex Rossanensis, for example, who in
white garments and with humble reverences receive the
Host in their outstretched hands, sought also to make
their being worthy—as the old ritualists express it—to
serve as a dwelling-place for the eucharistic God. The
fear of wasting or profaning the highest Substance has
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lent reverence, veneration, and earnestness to all the
attitudes of the body and the soul; and thus the
ritual ceremony has acted as a school in respect, and
served as a worthy pattern for the forms and move-
ments, of profane life.



CHAPTER VII

THE HOST

Could he his Godhead veil with flesh and blood,
And not veil these again to be our food ?

His grace in both is equal in extent,

The first affords us life, the second nourishment.

DrYDEN, The Hind and the Panther.

It is time, now that the precautions for the protection
of the Holy of holies have been treated of, to give an
account of the ideas of the faithful about the altar
miracle itself. From the Mass-implements we must
pass to the things which constitute the central point
of the ceremony. In doing so, it is most natural to
consider especially the wafer and its transformation.
In the dogmatic conception, indeed, each of the two
elements has an equal importance for the Sacramental
action. The Supreme Being is not less present in that
which has the appearance of red wine than in that
which looks like bread.! But the wine which is hidden
in the chalice cannot make nearly so powerful an
impression on the sensuous vision as that eucharistic
Divinity which is handled in the sight of all at the
altar. The Host, z.e. the consecrated wafer, is a thing,
with its own distinet form, to which the eyes can be
fastened and which can be preserved in the memory.
It can be seen from a long distance when, raised over

the priest’s head, it shines through the church like a
111
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fascinating little circle of white light. It is only under
the covering of the wafer that the laity, on great festivals
or at the last Mass, partake of the Supreme Being, and
it is the bread more than the wine that to the faithful
represents or rather constitutes the Sacrament. Thus
if we point out, once for all, that a good part of what
is said as to the reverence for the wafer may be applied
to the wine and the chalice, we are entitled to limit
our observation to the first of the two forms of the
Divinity’s revelation in the Eucharist.

So great was pious respect for the Sacrament in the
Middle Ages that something holy was seen even in the
earthly material that was to afford a place for the
Divinity, and it was required that this material should
be as clean and perfect as possible. Just as the wine
could only be of the best quality and might under no
pretext be replaced by a substitute,? so the wafer too must
be better than any other bread.® During the twelfth
century the preparation of wafers was regarded quite
as a religious celebration. The ceremonies undertaken,
for example, in the monastery of Cluny in the manu-
facture of holy bread were very extensive. The
grains of corn were selected with care, were thoroughly
washed, and were dried on a delicate white cloth. The
monk who carried the wheat to the mill clad himself in
alba and amice, that he might worthily perform the
precious transport. He even washed the stones that were
to grind the grain to meal. When the actual baking
began, the monks prepared for their task by reciting
hymns of praise, penitential psalms, and litanies. They
put shoes on their feet, that they might not come into
contact with the dirt on the floor. They washed their
faces and hands and carefully combed their hair. Clad
in Mass-shirts, they kneaded the dough and shaped the
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bread during an unbroken silence. Even the fire over
which the bread was baked was as clean as possible, for
it was fed with dry pieces of a special kind of wood.*

With such a devout respect and such an anxious
solicitude was the holy labour undertaken at the time
when the making of wafers lay in the hands of the
monks. As early as the fourteenth century, however,
it became more and more common to entrust pro-
fessional bakers with the sacred duty. The memory
of the Church industry was preserved only by some
ancient ordinances, and by the very rare baking appli-
ances which are to be met with in museums and the
store-rooms of monasteries.” The most interesting of
these appliances are some small wafer-moulds, which were
sent by 8. Francis—the Host’s most devout worshipper
—through the brothers of his community, to all the
Franciscan provinces in order ‘“that by their use, fine
and clean Mass-bread might be made.” ®

After the wafers had been made, they were rever-
ently preserved for the occasion when they would be
transformed into Hosts. When it was a question of
procuring the supply needful for the communion of the
laity, the theurgical operation took place as a private
celebration. But even if the priest was without wit-
nesses, he knew how solemn his action was when, by
pronouncing the words of consecration, which have so
powerful a meaning for all believers, he effected the
great miracle. Still more holy, however, was the trans-
formation, when the officiant in the presence of the con-
gregation consecrated the Host, which he himself would
consume. On these occasions the mystical impression
was further increased by some theatrical arrangements
which visualised for those present the miracle of tran-
substantiation.
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Especially during the earlier Middle Ages there
was a tendency to make the ceremony effective even to
the senses of the spectators. As already mentioned,
draperies were often spread between the columns of the
“ciborium,” which hid the altar and the priest during
the actual work of consecration. Thus, when the
curtains were drawn aside, the faithful could see the
transformed material, without having witnessed the act
itself by which the transformation had been effected.”
Not only was the celebration performed therefore in
averitable magic cabinet ; this cabinet was besides often
provided with an effective theatrical machinery. Thus
in the old “ ciboria ” were hung up not only relics and
crowns, but also the shrine which guarded the Church’s
supply of consecrated Hosts. In some cases, the chain
by which the shrine was fastened to the roof was made
to run over a pulley, so that the Host-receptacle was
able during the ceremony to sink down towards the altar,
and to ascend again thereafter towards the vault of the
¢ ciborium,” which by reason of a spontaneous symboli-
sation was taken to represent the vault of heaven.®
Such an arrangement visualised quite perfectly the
thought of the Divinity Himself, who at the moment of
the miracle was descending over the Mass-table ; and the
religiously poetic impression was further intensified by
the form given to the so-called “suspensorium.” For
this shrine, which rose and sunk above the altar, was no
ordinary box, but had the shape of a bird : a little dove
wrought in gold, silver, or enamelled copper, guarding
in its body the holy bread.’

It is not difficult to explain why the form of a
dove was given to the vessel of the Host. The dove is
a symbol of the Holy Ghost; and just as the Holy
Ghost assisted at the incarnation by which the Saviour
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clothed Himself in human flesh, so it was thought that
the third person of the Trinity would now also effect the
transformation of an earthly bread made by men into
the Saviour’s body. It is worth remarking that in the
old liturgies the “ Sancte Spiritus” wasspecially invoked
in order that the miracle of the Mass might take place
through His assistance. Here, as in so many dogmatic
ideas and artistic representations, the Holy Ghost was
regarded as a mediator between heaven and earth. It
was a dove which descended over the Saviour’s head at
His baptism, and it was in the shape of a dove that the
souls of the righteous, at the moment of death, ascended
to their heavenly dwellings.

After the disappearance of the “ciboria” the use of
hanging and movable Host-boxes was not discontinued.
The pulley over which the chain ran was fixed to a
crozier which was erected immediately behind the altar,
and the dove was now placed in a small cylindrical
receptacle, the open front of which was furnished with
movable curtains. In a number of French churches,
this ingenious apparatus was still in use in the eighteenth
century.” Again, when ancient Church customs began
to be revived during the last century, Mass suspenders
were in many cases introduced. Thus in some English
ritualistic churches, a cylindrical box hangs above the
altar,” and in the famous Benedictine monastery at
Solesmes the dove has taken its old place among
the holy vessels.”® These, however, are only isolated
survivals of an order of things long since dead, and
long before the eucharistic doves had fallen out of
use the holy place had ceased to be hidden by
curtains. At the time when the doctrine of Tran-
substantiation received its final shape, s.e. during the
thirteenth century, it was no longer thought necessary
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to maintain the secrecy in which the miracle had been
shrouded.

As may be seen from old pictures, the altar was
indeed frequently enclosed on three sides by screens ;™
but as it was open in front, the screens could not
serve to hide the miracle from the congregation. Their
purpose was probably to secure a needful isolation in
which the priest could perform his high office with a
quiet, earnest, and collected mind.”* From the part of
the church occupied by the congregation one could,
during the moment of consecration, see the celebrant’s
gestures and hear his words, which in themselves were
not more notable than other gestures and words; but
one would know that when certain words had been
spoken and certain definite gestures made, the great
event had been consummated, although everything
remained externally the same.!® Thus it was demanded
of the pious that they should readily believe in the
miracle, although it was not confirmed in any way by
the testimony of the senses. The sacramental transfor-
mation was, as was repeated time after time in explana-
tions of the Mass and in Mass-hymns, a miracle, only
visible to the eye of faith :

Quod non capis, quod non vides

Animosa firmat fides
Praeter rerum ordinem ;

or to quote another poem:
. . et si sensus deficit
Ad firmandum cor sincerum sola fides sufficit.

Praestat fides supplementum sensuum defectui.l?

However, if the Mass-action had been completely
denuded of all sensuous elements, it would have been too
difficult a task for the imagination of the faithful to
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conceive a transformation that was not indicated by a
single outer sign. The curtains of the altar-place, the
drawing aside of which told that the ritual had reached
its culmination, might be dispensed with, and the little
dove that descended from above, when the miracle was
completed, might be abolished. But in any case there
was needed some signal, however unobtrusive, by which
the attention of the spectators might be directed to the
altar at the critical moment. Such a cue is given by
the ringing of the small silver bells, which the deacon
sets in motion at the precise moment when the bread
and wine are transformed and the eucharistic God is
raised above the Mass-table in the priest’s hands for his
renewed sacrifice.”® This clear sound, the pure tones of
which carry throughout the greatest cathedrals, is by
reason of its symbolical meaning the most significant
of all the impressions that Church music can convey to a
believer’s mind. It prepares the congregation for a
vision of lofty things, and awakes a reverence for the
Host and the chalice. The community falls onits knees,
while the celebrant rises to show forth the God that
is present. ‘“Standing as upright as he can, he raises
the Host, with his eyes fixed on it, and reverently
exhibits it for the people’s worship.” *

It has been mentioned earlier that this elevation,
with the accompanying bell-ringing, was explained
by the mediaeval ritualists as a dramatic commemora-
tion of the Saviour’s death on the Cross; but it was
pointed out at the same time that such an interpreta-
tion, like so many of the symbolical Mass-commentaries,
only arose after the ritual had received its definite
form. If we wish to seek for the very origin of the
ritual sound-signal, we ought, perhaps, to go back to the
bells on the robe of the Jewish high-priest, which rang
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when he entered the Holy of holies.® It would probably
be a fruitless toil to try to determine at what time the
Catholic Church, in accordance with this Jewish custom,
first made use of bell-ringing at the Mass-ceremony,
but it has at any rate been thought possible to fix
the period during which this custom became general.
There was, indeed, a time when it was particularly
important to represent externally also the miracle in
the Altar Sacrament.

In the early part of the eleventh century a French
priest, Berengarius of Tours, published some blasphemous
propositions—which he was afterwards compelled to re-
cant—asserting that the bread did not undergo any
actual transformation, but only symbolised the presence
of God. Such a heresy forced the Church to energetic
protests, and it was, say some authors, expressly to
give the lie to Berengarius’s doctrine that the Sacrament
began to be raised above the altar, and the congregation
to be summoned by bell-ringing to worship the Divinity
present. At first, significantly enough, it was only the
Host that was thus “elevated,” but later—from the
early fourteenth century—it became customary to ex-
hibit also the chalice during the bell-ringing.® It was
thus, so it is said, that the Mass-ceremony adopted the
two successive sound -signals, in which the symbol-
seeking ritualists had seen a commemorative representa-
tion of the trumpet blast of the Roman legionaries and
the great earthquake at the Saviour’s death. Accord-
ing to the later and more probable interpretation, the
bell-ringing and elevation served as a weapon against
the doubts of unbelievers, and as a support for the faith
of the faint-hearted.

It may, however, be objected that the exhibition
of a wafer which—according to the dogmas—had not
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undergone the least alteration in its outer parts, could
hardly strengthen any one’s belief in the great miracle.
Such an objection, however, overlooks the suggestive
influences exercised by the ceremony on the minds of
the faithful. The certainty that at a given moment a
sign of God’s presence would be conveyed quickened to
the uttermost the expectant attention. People waited,
often indeed impatiently, for the long introductory
ritual to finish ; they were put into a mood of reverence
by the solemn silence which precedes the consecration,
when the priest sinks his voice, *“out of respect for
those miracles that are prepared”*; and when finally
the silence was broken by the clear tones of the bells, they
were convinced that the miracle had taken place. The
faithful thought they perceived that a change had
actnally occurred. Even if the earthly element retained
its appearance, yet they knew that its essence had been
transformed, and that the Supreme Being had descended
over the altar. It was as if they found themselves face
to face with God, who had clad Himself in the white
garment of the Host.® Henry IIL of England gave an
ingenious expression to this idea, when in the presence
of S. Louis he excused his disinclination to listen to
long prayers. ““If one has a dear friend,” said he, “ one
prefers to see him oneself, rather than to hear others
talk about him.”* To see God, when He is lifted
above the altar, became indeed the foremost of the aims
with which men visited churches, and the viewing of
the Sacrament was regarded as a special form of devo-
tion which could in itself render valuable a man’s
presence at service.

When attention was concentrated on the moment of
the elevation thus carefully led up to, it was inevitable
that in many cases the religious imagination should
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complete the impression of the senses. The pious saw
even more than, according to theology, they had a
right to see. It seemed to them as if the bell-ringing
were not the only sign of the miracle, but as if the
Supreme Being Himself revealed by some secret token
that the wafer was no longer an ordinary bread.
The intensified play of imagination and the religious
hallucinations to which the ritual gave rise thus produced
many peculiar legends in regard to the Host’s relation-
ship to its pious worshippers.

It was natural that the saints were considered, above
all other men, to possess a keen faculty of recognising
the hidden God in the Sacrament. The senses of those
who lived in communion with the Highest naturally
grasped the slightest indications of His presence. Dis-
tance did not avail to weaken those impressions, which by
reason of their “psychical relation” were so much stronger
than others. Just as a mother often sleeps soundly in
noisy surroundings but is awakened by the least sound
of her child, so the saints perceived every sign, however
weak and remote, that summoned them to worship
their God. When 8. Francesco Borgia still lived “in
the world "—as a warrior, a courtier, and a diplomat—
it often happened, says a pious author, that he suddenly
broke up a hunting party and turned his horse’s head
towards the nearest church, that he might there kneel
before the Host; for over the fields and through the
forests he had heard the little silver bell which told
that God had descended over an altar.® It could also
happen to the same S. Francesco to be irresistibly
drawn, on entering a church, to the Holy Sacrament,
although the Host and the wine were not at that
moment in their usual place.®
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Such cases of what might be called eucharistic
telepathy are by no means rare in the literature of the
saints.” The affection with which the Host was regarded
by the faithful laid the foundation for a sympathetic
“rapport” which has been depicted in many naive stories.
In their power of perceiving the presence of the Sacra-
ment some saints have surpassed even S. Francesco.
Pascal Baylon, who was also a Spaniard, takes the fore-
most place in this respect. It is said that while he
was lying dead in the church, his eyes opened at the
moment of consecration, in order to take a final gaze at
the object of his lasting veneration; and after his
sacred bones had been placed in the church, a noise and
a clatter could be heard from within the relic shrine
every time the Host was raised above the altar, as if
the bones had knocked against the walls of the chest.
Less wonderful, but in any case remarkable enough, is
the case of Sainte Colette, who was informed of
the consummation of the Sacrament by a kind of
spiritual perception, and who was thus able one day to
call the Mass priest’s attention to the fact that the
deacon had by mistake filled the chalice with water
instead of wine.” Again, Ursula Benincasa, S. Filippo
Neri, Sant’ Angela de Foligno, and Santa Margherita
de Cortona could recognise a special taste in the wafer
after it had been consecrated.*

All these narratives are, it seems, based on the idea
that there was in the Host something hidden from
ordinary men, but mystically revealed to the saints.™
If they happened to be acquainted with modern
psychology, believing Catholics could eite in support
of their legends the examples of abnormal quickening
of the senses which have been noted in the case of ““ sub-
conscious ” observation ; and they could find a further
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correspondence with the facts of psychology in the
curious circumstance that, while the qualities of the
Host are imperceptible to normal human senses, they are
said to have been often grasped by lower creatures. In
the same way that animals have sight, sound, and scent,
which are receptive of impressions experienced by
mankind only under exceptional conditions—such, for
example, as the hypnotic sleep,—so according to Catholic
belief soulless creatures could perceive religious mys-
teries, which it was reserved to some saints to grasp
with their senses as well as with their thought.

In a number of cases it seems to have been some
~ specially favourable circumstances that led to the
animals being able to appreciate the sacredness of the
Host. Thus it was due to the influence of the church
malieu, in which the lamb belonging to the monastery
of the Portiuncula at Assisi grew up, that the pious
creature betook itself to the choir whenever it heard
the brothers singing, and reverently fell upon its knees
when the Sacrament was lifted above the altar.®® The
legends referring to the bees’ devout care for the Holy
of holies may be explained in a similar way. It often
happened, it was said, that bee-keepers, on the advice
of magicians, placed a Host in the bee-hive in order
thereby to promote its increase. In these cases it was
observed later that the creatures had built an altar of
wax, or even a little chapel, to protect God’s body.® The
pure insects, whose wax was thought the worthiest
material for the altar candles, clearly stood in some
kind of sympathetic “rapport” with the Sacrament, and
it was therefore not so extraordinary that they should be
able to recognise the Supreme Being in the garb of the
Host. A relationship of this kind cannot be assumed,
however, in the case of such worldly animals as horses



VI THE HOST 123

and mules. It must therefore, according to Catholic
opinion, have been a subconscious perception that
induced William of Aquitaine’s horse to bend its fore-
legs and throw its rider, because Bernard of Clairvaux
had taken a Host with him when he went to meet his
enemy.* .
The same conception prevails in the legend, so
frequently illustrated, of S. Anthony and the mule.
A heretic, the story runs, had refused to recognise
the Catholic doctrine of Transubstantiation, because he
could not observe any alteration in the bread and wine
after the consecration. He declared himself willing,
however, to believe in the Mass-miracle if Anthony
could make his mule show reverence to the Sacrament,
and Anthony, on his side, undertook to produce the
convincing evidence. The animal was left without food
for three days, and on the fourth was led in the pre-
sence of a great crowd to S. Antflony, who kept a con-
secrated wafer in his hand, while a man at his side held
out a basket full of oats. “But lo! the mule turned
away from the proffered food, and bowing his fore-
quarters knelt before the Host.”* One can understand
that the old sacred writers intended with this legend to
level a reproach against men’s lack of faith, by contrast-
ing the doubt of the over-wise heretic with the animal’s
blind and humble worship. The mule here plays the
same role as the ox and the ass at Bethlehem, which
also knew what mankind did not understand—that the
new-born Child was a God. “ Cognovit bos et asinus . .
quod puer erat dominus.” But, on the other hand, it is
clear that this polemic poem-with-a-purpose—if there is
any rational idea in the story at all—must be based
upon conceptions of some qualities of the Host hidden to
human sense, which were grasped by the animal much
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in the same way that S. Filippo Neri could recognise
a consecrated wafer by its taste.

In the Church’s doctrine of the Mass-miracle, how-
ever, there is no support at all for such a conception.
When Thomas Aquinas, by direction of the highest
authorities, carried out his great and lastingly-binding
work on the Transubstantiation, he laid special weight
on the assertion that the miraculous transformation was
in no way perceptible to the senses. The Eucharist
could not be grasped either by sight or taste, and no
increase of his power of observation could enable even
the holiest man to see the Being who concealed himself
behind the appearance of earthly materials. It seems
as if this unequivocal, categorically-formulated theory
could not easily be brought into harmony with the idea
that the Host reveals by means of some outer sign the
fact that it is no ordinary bread. Indeed, it cannot be
denied that there is something heretical in most of the
popular stories as to the relation of the saints to the
Sacrament. From the aesthetic and psychological point
of view, however, it is just these heterodox legends that
are of quite especial interest. They prove not only how
vividly the thoughts of both priests and laity were
occupied with the Mass-miracle, but they also show
how popular imagination—for it is in popular imagina-
tion that the legends originate—revolted against a dogma
which laid too great a claim upon the force of belief
and the faculty of abstraction. It seemed hard for the
pious, so one is inclined to think, that they should only
believe and know that God concealed Himself behind
the earthly materials, but that they should never see
even a glimmer of this God. Therefore little anecdotes
were evolved about some specially favoured persons
who descried in the Eucharist a glimpse of the divine
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substance. And therefore, also, people were not content
—as had been the case in the legends hitherto men-
tioned—to tell of saints who by a dim feeling had a
presentiment of the presence of the Supreme Being.
They wished, further, to believe that God Himself had
on various occasions broken through His covering, to
step forth from the Host in bodily shape.

The Church authorities overlooked what was in-
correct in these narratives, which were so well adapted
for use in controversies with doubters and heretics ; but
though they were tolerated, they were not allowed to
influence true doctrine. Thomas Aquinas himself, who
was not a man to depart from his principles, has expressly
stated that revelations of this kind should be considered
either as subjective visions vouchsafed to individual
believers, independently of the Communion miracle, or
as due to the fact that “God was pleased to alter the
appearance of the Host for some definite purpose.” In
neither case was the miracle more wonderful or holy
than the Sacrament itself. Sensuous manifestations
therefore, say the dogmatists, must not be worshipped
with greater devotion than the Host, the seeming bread
which in reality is a God.*

In spite of these warnings, however, the extra-
ordinary revelations have made a far more powerful
impression upon the great public than has the daily-
repeated Mass - miracle, imperceptible to the senses.
The Host-miracles, as will shortly appear, have con-
tributed more than anything else to causing the Sacra-
ment to become the object of a special cult. These
miracles thus lie directly at the root of the notable art-
production which concentrates itself round the trans-
formed wafer. Therefore it is also necessary to give
a short account of the most important of those legends,
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which relate how God revealed Himself in the Host in
bodily shape.

The sceptical critic finds least to object to in the
stories of the visions seen by pious men during the
moments when they stood in the presence of the euchar-
istic God. We can well believe that S. Birgitta gave
a veracious account of her own mental experiences, when
she tells how one Whit Sunday, when God’s body was
raised, ““she saw fire come down from heaven over the
altar and saw a living man, with blazing human counte-
nance in the bread ”’; or how on another occasion she saw
in the priest's hand “a young man, exceedingly fair,
who pronounced blessings over all those who believed
and judgment over the unbelieving.” ¥ It is also prob-
able that many of the newly-converted barbarians, who
had been informed by the missionaries that the Sacra-
ment was the holiest object in the Christian religion, by
force of suggestion saw a child or a crucified man on
the altar. 8. Patrick, for example, expressly referred
to the Host, when the Irish requested to see the God
whose power and gentleness he had so eloquently
described to them.* When we take into account primi-
tive man’s inability to distinguish between the pictures
of his imagination and the impressions of reality, we can
understand that excited converts often thought they
beheld with their bodily eyes what, according to erudite
theology, they ought to have embraced only with their
thoughts.*

In those cases, however, where the consecrated wafer
adopted human form in the presence of heathens or
heretics, the cause of the miracle cannot be sought in
subjective visions. Those who will not admit that the
legends have simply been invented would, therefore, do
best to adopt Thomas Aquinas’s second explanation, s.e.
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“that God was pleased specially to alter the appearance
of the Host.” It is also significant that most of these
miracles took place on the very occasions when, “for
some definite purpose,” it was convenient to consent to
a deviation from the normal course. Typical in this
respect is the story of the Catholic priest who had been
taken prisoner by the Saracens. The heathen warriors
scoffed at his Christian religion, and finally went so far
in their defiance as to promise him his freedom if he
could prove the Mass-miracle. The priest called them
together to a service, and when he was about to raise
the Host above his head, it was no longer a wafer that
he held in his hand, but a little naked child with a glory
around its head and a cross in its hand. A fresco in the
cathedral of Orvieto commemorates his remarkable
deliverance.®

If such a miracle could take place in order that a
single man might be freed from captivity, the anthropo-
morphic Mass-revelations were, of course, all the more
natural when it was a case of winning adherents to the
Christian faith. People who as yet knew nothing of
“substance” and ““‘accidents” were seized with veneration
if they saw the new God in visible form. Thus the first
successes of the Northern Missions, according to Catholic
historians, depended in no small degree upon the
astounding impressions received by the Swedish heathens
from 8. Sigfrid’s altar service. Ome has only to
read the account given by the bailiff of Olof Skot-
konung to his master, after he had visited the holy men
in Smaland : “Then the man with the wonderful dress
took the thin bread, and after mumbling something over
it, he lifted it up, and it seemed to me just as if he
lifted up at the same time a little lad who smiled at the
old man.” #
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Such miracles happened when heathens were to be
converted, and from similar stories arguments were
drawn against doubters withen the Church. Typical of
these stories is the legend of the so-called Gregorian
Mass. This miracle, so often illustrated in pictorial art,
is described in a number of different legends which dis-
agree in essential points. It is most convenient first to
quote that form which is found in the oldest versions of
the story :—

“A woman, who occasionally, following the [old]
Christian custom, made an offering of [Mass-] bread to
the Church, smiled one day when she heard S. Gregory
—it is Pope Gregory the Great who is referred to—
‘call out before the altar : ‘ May the body of our Lord
Jesus preserve thy soul to eternal life’ At once
Gregory drew away the hand with which he was about
to give the Host to the woman and laid the holy bread
back on the table. Then in the presence of the whole
congregation he asked what she had dared to laugh at.
And the woman answered, ‘I smiled because you gave
the name God’s body to bread which I had myself baked
with my own hands’ Then Gregory fell upon his
knees and prayed to God for this woman's unbelief.
And when he arose, he saw that the Host on the altar
had been transformed into flesh which had the form of
a finger. He showed this finger to the unbelieving
woman, who immediately lost her doubts. And the
saint prayed anew and the flesh took on anew the shape
of bread, and Gregory communicated the woman with
the bread.”

That the Host was transformed into a finger seems,
however, according to the Catholic idea, not to have
been a sufficiently wonderful miracle. In a later varia-
tion of the legend, which was often narrated in prayer-
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books of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, there did
not appear a finger in place of the wafer, but Christ
Himself stepped down upon the altar surrounded by all
the implements of His Passion : the pillar to which He
had been bound and the rods with which He had been
scourged, the lance with which He had been pierced and
even the hands by which He had been struck.® This
miracle offered a suitable motive for representation on
altar-pieces and altar furniture. At the very place
where, according to the legend, the revelation had
oceurred, carvings or pictures were made of the Saviour
and of all the objects that recalled His suffering. Thus
the help of art was enlisted to strengthen all doubters
in their faith, by reminding them of the miracle that
had once occurred by reason of a holy man’s prayers.

However much such a revelation at Mass may have
contributed to stamp upon the minds of the faithful a
conception of the miraculous element in the Sacrament,
it was hardly calculated to promote the worship of the
Host as such.® The divine form distracted attention
from the bread which ought in itself to be regarded as a
God. Of much greater importance for the doctrine of
the Host, therefore, are the legends in which a conse-
crated wafer reveals some signs of life, and nevertheless,
so far as the senses can observe, remains a wafer. To
begin with the least remarkable, it has frequently,
according to assertions of Catholics, spoken with a
human voice. It is, indeed, intelligible that the pious,
when they felt oppressed or troubled, might believe
they heard comforting words emanating from the bread
behind whose outer form the Supreme Being was
concealed. The legend of the Host-miracle in San
Damiano outside Assisi is the most famous example of
this kind of revelation.
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When, the story runs, S. Clara’s convent was
threatened by a robber band of Saracens, the saint
sought help from the eucharistic God. Sick as she was
at the time, she had herself led to the entrance, and the
nuns carried to her the little shrine of silver and ivory,
“in which, in the most holy way, God’s most holy body
was concealed.” As soon as this Host receptacle had
been shown to the heathen robbers, who had already
won a position upon the walls, they were stricken with
panic and broke up the siege. This event, the memory
of which is still preserved in an old fresco above the
entrance to the little convent, is not in itself more
notable than many other miracles related of the Host ;
but what is peculiar is that Clara, before the critical
moment had arrived, had already received from the
Host itself a comforting promise of :deliverance. When
the nuns had all “assembled before their God, with
tears and lamentations,” the Abbess addressed the holy
shrine: “‘I pray Thee, said she, ‘my dear Lord, that
Thou hide [preserve] Thy servants, whom I cannot
preserve in this peril’” And immediately there was
heard from the shrine a weak voice like a child’s,
saying : ‘I will always hide and defend you.” And then
she said : ‘O my Lord, preserve also this town, if it
please Thee, which maintains us for love of Thee.” And
our Lord answered her: ¢ Heaviness and sorrow shall this
town endure, and yet shall it be defended by my
grace.’” %

If we wish to uphold to the uttermost the love of
truth among the authors of old legends, we might inter-
pret the answers of the Host as hallucinations on the
part of S. Clara. Such an explanation is precluded,
however, in the case of the story told of a nameless
sinner in Germany. A woman, it was said, ‘was
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unclean in her body, and openly lived an evil life. One
day, as she stood in her house, God’s body was carried
past, and she ran out so hurriedly that she fell into a
pool of mire up to the arms. In her distress she called
out: ‘O Lord, if Thou art a true God that art here
borne in the shrine, forgive me my sins.” He answered
her from the shrine in Latin, and said: ‘I forgive thee
thy sins.” But the woman cried out: ‘O Lord, I do not
understand Latin, answer me in German.’ Then He
answered her in German that her sins should be for-
given. And the woman reformed, and lived a clean
life,” #7

If the consecrated wafer was once able to talk, it is
not surprising that it was thought to possess the power
of free movement which is characteristic of living
creatures. We are told that, at least on one occasion,
in S. Gervais in 1274, it has got out of the way of thieves
who attempted to seize the Sacrament ; and in Faverney
it avoided being destroyed by a raging conflagration
by raising itself in the air.* Just as it favoured its
devotees with comforting words, so it also came to meet
them, that it might be one with them at the Communion.
S. Catherine of Siena, the Saviour’s promised bride, on
one occasion when she was to receive the Communion
together with some Dominican nuns, had remained by
the entrance to the church, in so inconspicuous a place
that the priest did not even notice her presence. But
at the moment when the bread was broken over the
chalice, a piece of the Host went flying through the air
and disappeared. With intelligible anxiety, the priest
searched for the fragment of wafer before covering the
chalice ; and he continued the search after Mass. All
his efforts were fruitless, however. Harassed by the
thought that he had been guilty of wasting the Holy of
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holies, he betook himself to S. Catherine, to ease his
heart with that pious weman. She, however, smiled at
his disquiet, and informed him that the piece of wafer
had sought her out in her remote place by the church
door. “You have lost nothing,” she said, “but I have
gained much.”* With this miracle in mind, we should
not be surprised that the Host at S. Hieronymus’s last
Mass is said to have flown from the paten into the
saint’s mouth of its own accord.®

The power of speech and of movement, however, do
not constitute all the qualities possessed by the Host in
common with living creatures. It could suffer like a
man—or rather like a god-man—if it was the object of
harsh treatment,™ and it could even bleed if wounded.®
According to mediaeval popular belief, the Jews were
peculiarly liable to insult the Holy Sacrament. If, it
was said, they once got a Host in their hands, they
did not fail to transfix it with knives, “in the same
way that they transfixed living children at their own
Easter festivals.” It frequently happened that Jews
were killed and their shops plundered merely because
some blood-stained wafers had been found near their
dwellings. In a number of cases it turned out later
that this Mass-bread had neither been consecrated nor
stolen by Jews, but that some zealous Christian had
dipped a wafer (he would not, of course, have dared to
pollute a real Host) in blood, and exposed it in a
prominent place, in order to incite to a holy war against
the hated Israelites.®® In other cases, however, the
provocators were never disclosed, and thus legends of
Hosts that bled under the knives of Jews were accepted
among the recognised miracles of the Sacrament.*
But the Church authorities never seem to have attached
great weight to these popular traditions, which indeed
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cannot easily be harmonised with Thomas Aquinas’s
doctrine of Transubstantiation.

Quite different has been the lot of the legend accord-
ing to which the Host bled in order to convince a
doubter of the truth of the Catholic Mass doctrine.
This miracle, which took place in 1263 at the little
village of Bolsena, near Orvieto in Umbria, is indeed
the most famous and, in respect of its consequences, the
most important of all the eucharistic miracles. A
young priest, the story goes, was much oppressed by
his inability to believe in Transubstantiation. His
doubt left him no peace, even while he was himself
celebrating Mass. But one day, as an express contra-
diction of all his silent objections, it happened that a
stream of blood poured out from the Host and ran over
the altar-cloth. The priest, who could not fail to be
convinced by such a token, betook himself to the Pope
to relate the miracle, the authenticity of which imme-
diately received pontifical confirmation; and a step
was taken which was bardly permissible according
to strict Aquinian principles. The altar-cloth, spotted
with drops of blood, was regarded as a relic and became
the object of a special worship, such as had not up to
this time been dedicated either to the Host or to the
consecrated wine. The precious cloth was carried in
procession from the church at Bolsena, which was not
thought worthy to house so great a treasure, to the
cathedral at Orvieto.® It was there enclosed in a relic-
shrine, and to-day we may still see its little temple, the
walls of which were, at the end of the fourteenth cen-
tury, decorated by Magstro Ugolino da Siena with
quaint little pictures of the different chapters of the
legend. For the faithful this sanctuary is, without
doubt, a far more notable sight than the great chapel
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opposite, in which art historians and tourists interested
in worldly aesthetics admire Fra Angelico’s prophets
and patriarchs, and Luca Signorelli’s great frescoes on
the Last Judgment.

As is well known, the miracle in Bolsena furnished
the subject for one of the great wall-paintings in the
Heliodorus chamber at the Vatican. In Raphael’s
treatment of the motive—characterised by a powerful
realism and by a masterly decorative disposition which,
for us moderns, renders the fresco the most imposing of all
his works—the religious purpose has entirely given place
to purely artistic ends. The legend has merely served as
a pretext for a powerful composition, which, if we fix our
attention on its essential qualities, can in no way be re-
garded as a product of pious and specifically Church art.

In other spheres of art, however, the sign by which
the priest at Bolsena lost his doubt has been of direct
importance to aesthetic development. For the new
miracle contributed a final and conclusive reason for
the Host becoming the centre of a special ritual cele-
bration, the great festival of Corpus Christi, at which
all the resources of art were made use of to glorify the
religious mysteries to a far greater extent than at the
altar service proper. How it came to pass that some
external, and apparently quite fortuitous circumstances,
so worked together that this festival was ordained
throughout the Catholic world as a universal Church
ceremony is a long and involved story, which will be
related in detail in the next chapter. Before doing so,
however, we must shortly summarise the ideas concern-
ing the Host that have been adduced here.

Pious imagination, it seems, has associated around
the holy bread a whole system of superstitions which in
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themselves are no less irrational than the belief in the
power of relics. Dogmatic theology had asserted the
majesty of the eucharistic God, and had inculcated the
doctrine that the actual form of the Supreme Being in
the sacramental incarnation was imperceptible to the
senses; but popular devotion would not be satisfied
with so metaphysical an idea. Notwithstanding the
dogmas, it repeated the legends of how the Host had
proved by different manifestations that it was a living
God. This conception, which theology was powerless
to uproot, could not be without its effect upon the
relation of the faithful to the Sacrament. If the Mass-
transformation, as explained in dogmatic literature, was
above all a “mysterium terribile,” an incomprehensible
and awful miracle, it became, as interpreted by the
legends, a mystery both joyful and rich in promise. God
came nearer to mankind if one could hear words
of encouragement from the Host, and see a little
child or a suffering fellow-creature in it. Reverence
for the Holy of holies continued undiminished, but
with reverence was mingled tenderness and affection,
and the holy bread became in imagination a Being with
which the pious could enter into a purely personal
relationship.

The Host favoured its worshippers with revelations
and comforted them in their need. It did not, indeed,
allow itself to be used to the same extent as the relics
for miraculous cures;* but it gave to the faithful at
Communion a promise of eternal life, and 1t strengthened
the pious by its mere presence. It turned aside dangers
from holy places, and protected the Church more power-
fully than any palladium.”” Men did not approach the
Host as commonly as the relics with prayers for help; but
it was the Host which, in its character of a present God,
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received all the homage and worship of the congregation.
Devotion and love gathered round the little white object
in which the Supreme Being confined Himself in visible
form.

This circumstance gives rise to a cult of the Sacra-
ment which, in spite of many essential differences,
corresponds in its outer forms with the relic cult. As
the worship of the martyrs’ remains led to the holy bones
being enclosed in costly receptacles, exhibited in churches
and carried in processions, so the worship of God’s body
led to the Host being preserved—with a far greater
care than was accorded to relics—in special Host-hiders,
to its being exhibited in Host-showers, and to its being
carried in procession to meet its worshippers at the
festival of Christ’s body. Thus we come to the shrines
which Catholic art has made and decorated for the
holiest of all conceivable contents.



CHAPTER VIII

THE MONSTRANCE

Vous nous parlez des dieux ! des dieux, des dieux encore,
Chaque autel en porte un, qu’un saint délire adore,
Holocauste éternel que tout lieu semble offrir.
L’homme et les éléments, pleins de ce seul mystére,
N’ont eu gu’une pensée, une ceuvre sur la terre :
Confesser cet étre et mourir.

LAMARTINE, Harmondes.

THE year 1263, as has been mentioned earlier, marked a
turning-point in the history of the Host-cult. The
miracle, through which the altar-cloth at Bolsena was
spotted with the blood of the eucharistic God, gave
rise to the institution of a universal Church festival for
the glorification of the altar-sacrament The idea of
such a festival was indeed not unfamiliar to the age, for
both dogmas and legends had led to the Host having
become more and more the object of a formal worship ;
but the idea would not have been allowed to realise
itself—at any rate so quickly—in a Church institution
unless the miracle which took place in the neighbourhood
of the Catholic capital had increased and quickened
reverence for the Sacrament. And the Corpus Christi
ceremony would not have gained its place in the Roman
calendar so easily unless, for some decades previously,
efforts had been made to secure for the consecrated

wafer the honour of a special festival.
187
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In order to give a complete account of the rise of the
great Corpus Christi festival, therefore, it is necessary to
go back a step beyond the time of the miracle at Bolsena.
Thus, at the very beginning of the thirteenth century, a
proposal for a ceremony which should be exclusively
devoted to the praise of the Host had been made by
Juliana de Mont Cornillon, a young Augustine nun from
the district of Liittich. Her idea, however, was not
realised outside her own neighbourhood, and she received
no recognition for her project, which later, after its
accomplishment by others, was to have such im-
portant results. The Church has at any rate shown
its gratitude to her memory, for she is now worshipped
as a saint, and the day of her death is commemorated—
in accordance with an Edict of Pio Nono in 1869—
throughout the Catholic world.

In the chapter on S. Juliana in the Calendar of the
Saints (the 5th of April), we can follow her life from
childhood to the grave. From this biography, better
than from any dogmatic investigation, we learn to
understand the feelings and thoughts with which the
pious in mediaeval times venerated the great Sacrament.

Juliana was, we are told, a saint and an ascetic from
her childhood. She early became an orphan, and was
educated by the nuns and father confessors in the
cloister of Mont Cornillon. All her teachers praised
her as an obedient and humble pupil. Only one fault
was found in her, and this had its basis in her too great
religious zeal, for she undertook, without her Superior’s
permission, to attempt to imitate the great saintsin all
their penances. By intelligent guidance, however, the
exalted girl was gradually wooed from her tendency to
excessive mortification. Her interest was then directed
from fasting to the great feasts.
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She lived entirely absorbed in the circle of festivals
which extends through the Church year, and which,
in unvarying repetition, wakes in the minds of the
faithful a rich hopefulness at Advent, a heavy despair
on Maunday Thursday and on Good Friday, a vernal
gladness at Easter, and an ecstatic fervour at the
summer festival of Whitsuntide. The great mysteries
of Christianity—the Incarnation, the Atonement, the
Resurrection, and the outpouring of the Holy Spirit—
were visualised and quickened in her mind by all the
different ceremonies of these commemorative days. It
seemed to Juliana that by the liturgical celebrations
she was year by year reminded anew of the great gifts
the Church received from its Lord—yet not of all of
them. Half-unconsciously, so one is apt to imagine,
she must have experienced a feeling that there was
something lacking in the chain of festivals; and this
feeling, the ecclesiastical authors say, expressed itself
to her for the first time in a vision, the import of which
long remained unintelligible to her.

When one day, at the age of fifteen, she was sunk
in prayer, she suddenly saw in front of her the circle
of the full moon. It shone with a clear light, but over
its gleaming surface there stretched a sharply-outlined
dark spot. As in duty bound, Juliana communicated
her vision to the Abbess, who was unable, however, to
decide on the meaning of the revelation. Only after
two years did the young nun, by means of a new vision,
obtain an explanation of the sign. She now dreamed
one night that the round moon signified the circle of
Church festivals, and that the dark spot denoted that the
circle was not complete, and that the ‘corona” could
not yet shine with full and perfect brightness. For the
Church had omitted to celebrate the memory of the
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most precious of the gifts received by her: the gift of
God’s presence in the consecrated wafer.

Such a sign, with all the summons and reproach
which it implied, was not easy for a young girl to
accept. What could she, an insignificant nun of
seventeen years, living in a remote cloister, do to
remedy an omission in the festivals of the Holy Roman
Church ¢ She felt so oppressed and frightened by the
mission which God had entrusted to her, His weak
servant, that this time she did not dare to mention the
revelation even to her immediate superiors. She con-
cealed it in her memory while she grew up and gradually
rose in rank in the nunnery. At the age of thirty-
three she was chosen abbess of Mont Cornillon, but not
even this dignity gave her courage to publish her secret.
Not till five years later, twenty years after she had re-
ceived her vision, did she open her heart to another nun.
The two women united their prayers—for this was the
only step which for the present they dared to take
—asking God that the omitted festival might be in-
stituted by the Church as soon as possible. They
strengthened one another in their hopes, and the secret
did not seem so fearful now that there were two to
share it; and as usually happens in such cases, it was
not long before a third partook of the confidence.

This new confidante, however, who was likewise an
Augustine nun, doubted Juliana’s vision. It seemed to
her that the daily Mass contained a sufficient homage
to the eucharistic God. But she was soon to be cured
of her little faith. A year later she, too, had a revela-
tion : she saw how all the saints advanced towards
God’s throne to speak in favour of Juliana’s festival,
and she heard a voice saying that * it should be as the
saints desired.” From that day no more doubt reigned
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among the pious friends. They now ventured even to
confide in the Church authorities in the district, of
whom it is not necessary to remember the names of
more than one—him who then wore the name of
Jacques Pantaléon.

The authorities consulted agreed that there was
nothing in Catholic doctrine to forbid the institution of
a festival such as Juliana had dreamt of. The Abbess
received full permission to arrange a ceremonial for
the new solemnity, but when the question arose of
writing the necessary hymns and composing melodies
to them, all shrank back from the lofty task. No one
dared to aspire to the credit of singing of so holy a
mystery. Only after much persuasion did a young
priest consent to undertake the work, but he did so
on the express condition that Juliana, on her side,
should help him with her prayers from the moment he
took up his pen. When the ceremonial was finished,
neither he nor she assumed any merit for themselves,
for it had originated, as the sacred writers expressed it,
“while the virgin prayed, and the monk wrote, and
God wonderfully helped them both ”—¢ Christi virgine
orante, juvene fratre componente, Deo autem mirabiliter
auxiliante.”

Thus, as early as 1280, there had been compiled and
celebrated at Liittich a ritual which in its aim and dog-
matic import fully corresponded to the ceremony which
was to become the stateliest and aesthetically the most
important in the whole of the liturgy of the Catholic
Church. However, before this festival of the Host,
from having been merely a local institution, received a
place among the Church’s great and universal celebra-
tions, the pious Juliana herself had to suffer much
shame and persecution. The people, like the priest-
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hood, took up a critical attitude towards the new cere-
mony. It was treated,” we are told in one chronicle,
¢like an old woman’s fancy, men discussed it over their
cups, and out in the streets and market places, and
scoffed at those who attached any weight to the dreams
of a foolish nun. Juliana’s person and reputation were
torn to rags in town and country, so that she finally
became a bye-word in every one’s mouth.”

It is not necessary to give a detailed account of the
later fortunes of the pious nun. It is sufficient to
mention that she was expelled from her cloister, and
had long to conceal herself among some faithful
adherents; that she was, indeed, reinstated later in her
dignities, but was driven out anew, and that she died
as a fugitive without having seen her festival recognised,
t.e. without the moon surface of her vision having had
its spot effaced. Thus it seemed for a time as if
Juliana’s mission had failed to achieve any result ;* but
then there happened, far away from Mont Cornillon,
the event that was to arouse men’s zeal for the worship
of the Host: the great miracle at Bolsena. With
this miracle was associated another event which, at
least to believing Catholics, seemed as though designed.
For the Pope, Urban IV., who was then reigning at
Rome and who received from the priest at Bolsena the
account of the miracle, was none other than the same
Jacques Pantaléon, to whom Juliana had thirty years
before confided her visions. The occurrence in the
Umbrian town reminded him of the promises he had
made to the Belgian abbess. So in the year 1264 he
issued a Bull, to the effect that the Corpus Christi
festival should be celebrated annually on the Thursday
after Trinity as a universal Church feast-day throughout
the Catholic world.
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In Juliana’s fatherland there was long retained—
right up to the seventeenth century—that ceremonial
which had come into existence through the combination
of the nun’s prayer and the monk’s writing and God’s
own help. In Rome, on the contrary, there was a desire
to establish a greater and more stately office, and the
authorship was entrusted to the man who had shortly
before given its definitive form to the Communion
doctrine itself, namely, Thomas Aquinas.

The result of the great scholastic’s work was a
ceremonial, which not only—if we can believe the
Catholic authorities—surpasses from a dogmatic and
liturgical point of view all other festival-offices, but
also possesses a unique interest in literary history.
For between the prayers and Bible extracts recited
at the Corpus Christi ceremony a number of new
hymns were introduced, written for the occasion ; and
in the task of formulating poetically the doctrine
which in his dogmatic writings he had developed
systematically, Thomas Aquinas proved not only a
philosopher but also a poet. His manner of expres-
sion, indeed, is not rich, and he does not, like so
many others of the mediaeval poets, adorn his text
with precious similes and ingenious epithets; but his
diction is instead powerfully concentrated, and the
spare sentences teem with meaning. If judged merely
as attempts in the expression of theoretical ideas, his
poems would compel the recognition of a purely
aesthetic merit by reason of their clear and firm form,
which makes their abstract content intelligible and
alive. To this must be added, however, the artistic
verse structure, with rich rhymes, both within the
verses and at the last syllables, which with their
regular resonance impress the weightiest conceptions
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upon our minds; and, finally, the rhythm in which
the hymns proceed—a rhythm that is stately and
majestic in the great sequence Lauda Sion Salvatorem,
and contagiously joyful in the famous hymn Pange
lingua gloriosy corporis mysterium. Church song has
seldom taken so lofty a flight as in this stern scholastic’s
glorification of the consecrated wafer.

If Thomas Aquinas’s hymns were imposing, yet
poetry was not the dominating element in the ritual
of the Corpus Christi festival. It was before all by
a theatrical representation that it was attempted to
make the Host’s feast-day striking. Just as on the
saints’ days their relics were carried in procession,
so also it was thought needful on the day of the
eucharistic God to exhibit the holy object out in the
streets and squares. The procession of the Host, there-
fore, became from the beginning of the fourteenth
century the most conspicuous feature in the Corpus
Christi festival.® It was desired not only to demon-
strate to unbelievers and doubters the greatest sacra-
ment of the Catholic Church, but simultaneously to
convince them of the Church’s power and wealth. No
splendour was too costly for the decoration of the
route along which the holy bread was carried, accom-
panied by all its worshippers and greeted by the
prostrations of the faithful. It was, it has been said,
a real trinmphal procession which the Church had
prepared for the eucharistic God. And just as at
worldly triumphs, so too at the festival of the Host
men desired to recall all the victories which the
Church’s Lord had won. Ecclesia mulitans celebrated
its exploits in pantomimic and dramatic representa-
tions. A beginning was made by arranging groups
of costumed characters who walked in the procession,
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representing some persons drawn from Biblical Church
history. Later it became the custom to let these
groups perform a dramatic action, and gradually there
grew out of the interludes at the Host processions
complete dramas, which were performed on special
platforms at the halting-places of the festival train.
For the English and Spanish theatres these sacramental
plays, as is known, possessed an importance which has
been fully appreciated by all literary historians. In
these cases, however, the theatre freed itself from its
dependence upon the Church, and it would be impossible
to represent the famous York “mysteries™ or Lope de
Vega’s “Autos sacramentales” as any kind of immediate
expressions of Host worship. Our own concern is
limited to considering those elements in the Corpus
Christi eceremony which have a direct reference to the
venerable object itself, 7.e. to the transformed bread,
which is exhibited and borne round.

It is natural that during the procession the Host
should be the object of the same reverence as within
the church. This reverence, again, gave rise to some
special ceremonial implements, which could not be
omitted at any great Corpus Christi festival.

When the Host rested on the altar, it was protected
from defilement by the roof of the ““ ciborium ” or by the
“ baldachin” that rose over the Mass-table. During its
procession through the streets it was to be no more
exposed than when in its own house. Therefore a
movable roof was carried above it. These *balda-
chins,” which recalled the canopies of earthly princes,
naturally contributed to the triumphal impression of
the eucharistic God’s victorious progress. Although
they may have appeared earlier at funerals and
Church processions, they first came into general
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use as ritual implements through the Corpus Christi
ceremonial.’

Other objects owing their origin to this ceremony
are the little resting-altars that were set up at fixed points
on the route of the procession. They were, as the name
denotes, designed to support the Host during the
moments when the procession halted. As mno sacrifice
was performed at these tables, they might be made
out of simple material, e.g. out of wood and stretched
cloth. But since the Supreme Being would in any
case rest for a while on the ‘‘reposorium”—so the
provisional altar was named—there was a tendency
to give it as dignified an appearance as possible. In
its form it imitates the Church’s Mass-table. In its
fittings, according at any rate to modern ecclesiastical
writings, all profane glitter must be avoided;* but
since the decoration of these objects was often left to
the pious zeal of individual members of the congrega-
tion, it is probable that the demands of a severe taste
were not always observed. The * reposorium ” was fitted
out as a dwelling-place for an honoured guest. It was
decorated with men’s finest possessions, and people were
proud that these things should be in close proximity to
the eucharistic God. If the ornamentation did not
always satisfy the demands of decorative style, at any
rate it witnessed to a touching intention among the
faithful. Pious taste is by no means always aesthetic,
and Flaubert has rightly characterised the devotion
of simple souls in the story of the old servant who
placed her stuffed parrot on the resting-table of the
Host, that thus she might honour God with her dearest
possession.®

The “ baldachins” and “reposoria,” however costly
and richly decorated they may have been, took no
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notable place in artistic production. A canopy does not
offer a suitable surface for decorative treatment; a
provisional altar, again, is altogether too transitory
a thing to stimulate a craftsman’s ambition. Much
more imuportant aesthetically is the object which serves
to enclose and immediately to support the Host itself.

It is easy to understand that the priests could not
hold the little wafer in the hand if they wished it to be
seen by the crowds. Again, if it was carried, as was
usual at one time, in its tabernacle, 7.e. in a Host-shrine,
the worshippers merely saw the covering and not the
thing itself. An implement, therefore, was needed to
enclose the Host without concealing it. Such an
implement existed in the relic-showers that have
earlier been described in detail. The saint-monstrance
could easily be transformed so as to carry a Host instead
of the holy bone fragments. Thus arose, through the
martyr cult once more having lent its implements to
the eucharistic cult, that ritual object which occupies
so predominant a place in the Catholic service: the
Monstrance.

The Host - monstrance seems originally to have
been employed only at the Corpus Christi processions,
but it rapidly obtained a wider use. In proportion as
the Host-cult won a higher importance in the faith, a
greater weight began to be attached to the showing of
the Sacrament. The literature of edification impressed
upon the faithful the idea that at Mass the Supreme
Being was met face to face ;® and superstition associated
important advantages with such a meeting. One could
not, so it was said, be exposed to any misfortune if one
began the day by waiting upon God at the Mass-table.”

All this testifies that the worship of the Host took
on the same character as the worship of relics. The
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result of this was naturally that men were not content
with the hasty glimpses of the holy object which could be
caught at the elevation. If the laity had had its way,
“le bon Dieu” would, without doubt, have been per-
petually exposed in the church without any covering.
The priests, however, could not permit the impression of
the Holy of holies to be weakened by a too frequent
repetition. Therefore in everyday life the God, ¢.e. the
consecrated wafer, was enclosed in a tabernacle, but
the pious were satisfied by the institution of an
“expositio sanctissimi” upon an altar in the church on
special festivals.® On these occasions the same im-
plements were naturally made use of as at the Corpus
Christi processions. It is from a monstrance that the
Host radiates its divinity over the church. Just as the
eucharistic God was often spoken of by Roman Catholic
authors as a king, so the monstrance was compared to a
throne. When it stands erect on the altar, it is a
“throne of grace,” on which the transformed bread
receives the worship of the faithful.

In their form, as has been pointed out, the oldest
monstrances correspond with the relic-showers.® Their
most Important portion consists of a cylindrical or
polygonal crystal glass which encloses the Host. The
latter rests inside the glass on a semicircular gold
piece, the so-called lunula, which is also frequently
named Melchisedek, in memory of the first priest who
carried on his hand a sacrifice of bread and wine.® The
glass again is surrounded by a richly-ornamented chasing
in fine metals. During the Gothic period this chasing
usually represented a simplified cross-section of a church.
Later the forms became more capricious and fantastic.
In some cases, great works of sculpture were produced
in enamelled gold and silver, representing, for instance,
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John the Baptist carrying on his arm a lamb, which
in its turn supports a little transparent Host-shrine.
The Renaissance introduced circular monstrances, and
the Baroque period gave rise to the type which is still
prevalent in the Church : a great flaming sun, enclosing
the Host in its centre. This type, as the interpreters
explain, commemorated the Psalmist’s words, “In sole
posuit tabernaculum suum.”™ The Gothic forms are
unquestionably the most graceful and noble, but it is
easy to understand that the modern monstrance, by
reason of symbolical associations, appeals more power-
fully to the minds of believers.

It is not necessary to describe in detail any indi-
vidual Host-monstrances. However interesting these
implements may be for the history of artistic craftsman-
ship, yet they teach us nothing new about religious and
aesthetic ideas. There is only one of these Host-
receptacles to which we need to direct our attention,
namely, that which is pictured in Raphael’s “ Disputa.”
In itself, indeed, this monstrance is not particularly
notable, for it has the ordinary Renaissance shape of
a circular gold frame resting upon a candelabra-like
support; but the manner in which the *Supreme
Good ” has been introduced into the composition is in
more than one respect suggestive.*

The painting, as is well known, is horizontally
divided into two halves. In the upper half, which
represents heaven, the centre point is occupied by the
Saviour, with God the Father above Him and below
Him the dove of the Holy Ghost, descending towards
earth in a cloud. By the side of the Trinity we
see, first and foremost, Mary and John the Baptist, and
after them, in a long circle, the prophets and saints.
This circle has its complement, in the lower half of
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the composition, in the great figures of the Christian
Church—a truly motley assembly in which even personal
friends of Raphael have received a place. The centre
point, round which all these shapes are grouped and
which thus corresponds to the heavenly circle’s centre
point, the Saviour Himself, is an altar crowned by
the shining monstrance rising above the heads of the
wise men. As the Host is exhibited here, it literally
constitutes, in the expression of the Catholic dogmatists,
“a hyphen between Heaven and earth.” Again, the
dove, descending beneath the Saviour’s feet towards
the altar, illustrates the same idea of the work of the
Holy Ghost in effecting the sacramental incarnation,
which in mediaeval ritual was expressed by the movable
shrine in the shape of a dove. Finally, the great men
who all turn towards the monstrance—not, as is usually
supposed from a misunderstanding of the title of the
fresco, in a dispute, but rather in unanimous worship and
invocation *—imply by their gestures and expressions
that the eucharistic miracle is the highest and greatest of
all the miracles on which they have had to test their
power of thought. Thus in his composition Raphael has
concentrated the thought which lay at the basis of the
whole Catholic Mass doctrine : that the Host was the
supreme point between Heaven and earth, the riddle of
all wisdom and the centre of all faith, and the thing
which, above all others, was worthy to be worshipped,
hymned, and glorified.



CHAPTER IX

THE TABERNACLE

Vierge portant, sans rompure encourir,
Le sacrement qu’on célébre & la messe.
En ceste foy je vueil vivre et mourir.

FraNgoIs VILLON,
Ballade faite & lo requeste de sa mére.

Ix the foregoing chapter we have been concerned with
Church implements, which by a free use of terms might
be called Host-shrines. The monstrance in which the
eucharistic God is placed when borne in procession or
exposed for worship on the altar, is indeed a covering
for holy contents; yet it is not a dwelling-place, but
only an occasional harbourage for the Supreme Good.
In religious importance, therefore, it cannot be compared
with the God-houses, in the word’s most literal meaning,
which were erected and fitted up to preserve the Church’s
supply of consecrated wafers. These so-called “ ciboria”
or tabernacles are in their form, their embellishment, and
their symbolical import the most characteristic of all the
products of the Church’s artistic handiwork.

Even during the first centuries the custom had been
adopted of consecrating a greater number of wafers than
was needed for one holy meal, but there are no indis-
putable proofs that this precious reserve was kept in the
church itself. The priests took the Sacrament home

with them, and even the laity were allowed to take away
151



152 THE SACRED SHRINE CHAP.

consecrated Hosts, that they might be able to make a
last communion if they were surprised by enemies.* The
holy objects were wrapped in cloths which were hung
round the neck, or were placed in small boxes which
were carried about the person, in the same way that an
amulet or a reliquary is carried.” During the times
when persecution raged most fiercely, this kind of por-
tative Host-shrine was an indispensable ritual implement.
The more the Church was compelled to conceal its exist-
ence, the more zealously did people cling to that which
was above all other things a sign of the community’s
union with the Supreme Being. Care for the Host
could even lead to martyrdom, if we may believe the
legend of Tharsicius, the young acolyte, who gave his
life to save the eucharistic God.® If it was not thought
advisable to give the Sacrament a public and isolated
place, it was instead hidden, as carefully as one hides
one’s dearest possession. In this respect the customs of
pious Catholics have been the same during all perse-
cutions. Thus we might cite, as analogous to the old
Host-receptacles, the small boxes carried on the person in
which the Holy of holies was preserved by the imprisoned
priests during the Commune in Paris.* Most famous of
all these secret “ ciboria,” however, is the little silver box
which 8. Frangois de Sales kept hidden under his mantle
when he walked through the streets of Thonon and with
prearranged signs drew his congregation to follow him
secretly, so that, unknown to the Calvinists, they might
worship the holy Host.®

It is, however, natural that, when once they felt
secure from persecution, men wished to prepare for the
Sacrament as worthy a place as possible. After Con-
stantine had secured recognition for Christianity—if not
as far back as the earlier periods of transient peace *—
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it was considered most proper that “God’s body”
should be preserved in ““God’s house.” A depét was
instituted in the church for the holy reserve, from which
the priests could provide themselves with Hosts if they
were unexpectedly called to a sick person and had not
time specially to consecrate new bread. Thus the
Catholic temple became what—in contrast to the Pro-
testant—it still is: a room in which God is not only
spiritually present on special occasions, but in which He
dwells continually in a sensuous and visible form.

The evidence as to the manner in which the holy
reserve was kept in the churches during the earliest
period is both incomplete and contradictory. It seems
most probable that the Hosts, like the relics, were
originally enclosed in boxes which had served some
worldly or pagan purposes. After the Christians had
begun to employ their own craftsmen, special receptacles
in imitation of old models were probably made for the
Sacrament, ¢.e. small holy “hiders” which, to a still higher
degree than the heathen shrines, gave reason for the
name of “cista mystica.”” It is by no means easy,
however, to decide if all the “pyxes” of stone, metal,
or ivory now shown in museums under the name of
eucharistic implements really had any connection with
the Mass-ceremony.® What we ought to be able to
assume, however, is, that the Host-vessel was placed
near the altar. Where this was crowned by a “ ciborium ”
roof, the shrine for the holy reserve was hung over the
Mass-table as a “suspensorium.” Here the Holy of
holies was visible throughout the church, and at the
same time inaccessible to any blasphemous approach.’
The Sacrament swung between Heaven, z.e. the vault of
the “ ciborium ” roof, and earth, which ““ was not worthy
to be touched by so precious a gift.” When, as was men-
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tioned in the last chapter but one, the ““suspensorium ”
received the shape of a eucharistic dove, the form and
position of the Host-shrine harmonised completely with
the Mass-symbolism.

When the hanging shrines were not used, another
worthy and protected place was naturally sought for
the eucharistic God. In a number of churches the Hosts
were kept in movable boxes, which were set up on the
Mass-table itself, and which—perhaps because they had
formerly been hung from the ¢ ciborium” roof—con-
tinued as partes pro toto to be called “ciboria.”® In
other churches the vessel for the holy bread was placed
in sacrament-houses fixed to the ground, and as a
rule built at the side of the altar. This arrangement,
which in Germany and Italy gave rise to important
works of art, was common during the later Middle
Ages; but it was abandoned during the sixteenth cen-
tury, after special ecclesiastical assemblies had decided
that the shrine for the holy reserve should be kept
behind the altar, within the great reredos,” which
during the high and late Renaissance took on more
monumental forms than ever before. That piece of
sacred furniture which had originally borne remnants
of saints thus became, before all, a Host-preserver.
The old strife for pre-eminence between the relic-cult
and the Mass-cult was closed, and the altar-sacrament
had won its decisive victory when it occupied the central
place on the wall which had been reserved for the bones
or pictures of saints. Like a hidden, and yet to pious
observation always discernible, eye, the Host shines out
from the altar monument, and the whole church decora-
tion appears to the faithful as a frame around the Holy
of holies, which rests in the heart of the building. The
sacrament-house has disappeared, but instead the temple
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itself has become a single eucharistic tabernacle, which
is made and embellished to “lodge worthily ” the God
who is present in the Host.”

Where the holy reserve, in accordance with the
older custom, did not occupy this dominating posi-
tion, care was always taken that the pious might be
able to find it without difficulty. A lamp burns day
and night before God’s dwelling,”® and the little sanc-
tuary is often further distinguished by a conopé, i.e.
a kind of curtain or baldaquin, which is an infallible
sign of the presence of the Supreme. ¢ Wherever thou
seest this curtain,” exclaims Father Rio in his book on
the furnishing of churches, ““bow thy knee and worship.
Magister adest et vocat te.”™ Nor do the faithful
omit to signify by bowing and kneeling their reverence
for the temple’s “praecellentissimus ac nobilissimus
omnium locus.”® In the Catholic —reh'gion, therefore,
one can literally speak of a “devotion before the
Tabernacle.” How profound is the reverence for the
covering of the Holy of holies may be seen from
the example of the pious monk Suso, who never
failed to choose a circuitous way past the sacrament-
house when he betook himself through the church
to or from his cell. “He who has a dear friend,”
such were the words in which he accounted for his
habit, “who dwells in his street, will gladly go a
little further,” “um eines lieblichen Erkosens wegen.”
‘When the same Suso, in his scrupulous piety, reproaches
himself for having failed in respect towards the Sacra-
ment, he especially repents that he so often stood
thoughtless before the place where the Host was
guarded, and he compares his own lack of devotion
with the overflowing ecstasy of David, who “joyfully
and with all his might danced before the Ark of the
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Covenant, which nevertheless contained only earthly
bread and earthly objects.” ** This comparison is worthy
of notice as a proof of the close connection of ideas
between the Tabernacle and the Old Testament Ark,"”
and from this connection we may conclude that the
Host - preserver also, like the lofty sanctuary of the
Covenant, was regarded as in itself a holy object.

It is not necessary, however, to refer to any literary
proofs that the dwelling-place of the Sacrament occupies
a predominant place in religious and aesthetic emotional
life. This circumstance appears clearly, no lessin the way
in which the tabernacle has been fitted and embellished
than from the symbolical ideas attached to it. For all
the types of tabernacle, however manifold and different
they may be, possess certain qualities in common, giving
them an aesthetic interest. It need hardly be said that
careful endeavours have been made to keep the shrine
for God’s body as pure as possible. According to
ecclesiastical edicts its inner walls must be completely
covered with white silk, and kept in as good and as clean
a condition as possible.® Its outer sides are adorned
with pious zeal, and it is evident that the craftsmen
sought in their work to do the utmost that devotion
and skill combined could achieve. Thus there are
certain of these small temples which afford the observer
more matter for admiration than the great houses around
them, e. the churches in which they are erected.

In a number of cases the shrine has even assumed
not only the character, but also the dimensions of an
independent building. Adam Krafft’s famous sacrament-
house, nearly 20 metres in height, in the Church of
8. Lorenz in Nuremberg, could actually not have been
placed in the church, unless the top of the slender
building had curved itself along the roof of the church.
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Such a tabernacle is indeed paradoxical in its abnormal
development in the vertical direction. But the thin,
slender tower—which, rocket-like, first shoots up along
the vault column, to bend later in a lovely curve just
where it reaches its culmination—is in any case so
gracious in its peculiarity, so sumptuously trimmed
with elegant lace-work in stone carving, and so richly
decorated with small life-like and entertaining pictures
from all the principal subjects of sacred history, that
in our surprised and fascinated contemplation we forget
every criticism.

If we wish to see harmonious, proportional, and less
extravagant solutions of the problem of how to
enclose worthily the Holy of holies, we may look at
any of the Florentine wall tabernacles.”® All the naiveté
and grace that make the Tuscan sculptors of the second
rank—Desiderio da Settignano, Benedetto da Majano,
or Luca della Robbia—so matchless in their art have
been combined in these small cabinets of marble or
majolica ; and the disposition of the liturgical furniture
is as ingenious as it is decoratively effective. We see
before us, let into the wall, a Renaissance portal, which
through the illusion of perspective impresses one as
leading into a deeply-hidden Holy of holies. The arch
above the door is usually occupied by the dove of the
Holy Spirit, which thus stretches its wings over the
inner room. By the side of the door stand watching
angels in small niches. They often carry a scroll with
inscriptions from Thomas Aquinas’s Communion cycle,
“Hece panis angelorum.” The entire portal is framed
by infant angels or angels’ heads, and beyond by
luxuriantly rich garlands, such as only artists of della
Robbia’s school could carve. All this is so joyful,
childlike and gracious, that the decoration, if analysed,
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must be admitted to agree but little with the lofty
seriousness of the Christian religion, and especially of
the Holy Sacrament.

Considered as works of art, these Renaissance taber-
nacles represent the most noteworthy of all types of the
sacred cupboard, but this type cannot convey com-
plete illustration of the symbolism of the Host-shrine.
In order to know the dogmatic and poetic ideas which
attach to the aesthetic products, we must turn from
Italian and German Renaissance sculptures to some
older and often much less artistic, yet symbolically
more important tabernacles; and we are compelled to
pass by the purely artistic element in the embellishment,
in order to fix our attention upon the meaning of the
forms and decoration. The first thing we notice in
examining the form of mediaeval tabernacles is that
they are usually lofty and slender. Therefore the
sacrament-house in 8. Lorenz is far more typical of this
kind of liturgical furniture than are the cabinets of
Italian Renaissance. The prominence given to the
vertical direction, which made Adam Krafft's creation
so marvellous, is to a greater or lesser extent the
characteristic of the majority of Host - preservers.
Whether the tabernacle is boastfully costly, like the
high silver temple which Juan de Arfe wrought for the
Cathedral of Seville and adorned with stately Renais-
sance colonnades,® or unpretentious, like the small
wooden wafer-houses in certain French and Northern
country churches,” men have most frequently sought
to give to the abode of the Eucharist the shape of a
tower. This type of tower is as significant for the free-
standing Host-preservers as was the form of a church in
the case of relic-shrines. Among the many names by
which the room for the holy reserve is denoted in the
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older liturgical literature we find more often than any
other turris, i.e. tower.”

It cannot have been due to accident that precisely
this form was considered specially suitable for taber-
nacles. We must suppose that some important religious
ideas were associated with the conception of a tower.
To understand this association of ideas, we must acquaint
ourselves with the tower’s symbolism.

A tower is an inaccessible building, and this type
has therefore been used by preference in the erection of
ancient treasuries. When—as is the case, for example,
in the German churches on the Rhine—the Host had
been placed above men’s heads in a strong tower taber-
nacle,” the Sacrament had been given a dwelling-place
in which it was secure from insult or robbery—an
eventuality that had always to be reckoned with, since
the Holy of holies was often stolen, to be misused for
magical purposes. When the tabernacles were small
and movable, however, this practical point of view
cannot have prevailed, but it is probable instead that
the tower form was thought to convey a symbolical
warning of th